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THERE ARE AS MANY OPINIONS  

AS THERE ARE EXPERTS

AS WE 

SEE IT

BY ROBERT SCHRYER

I
t’s one of audiophiledom’s eternal ques-
tions: What can we do to draw more 
music lovers into the audiophile fold?

Of the proposals bandied about on 
audio forums, two seem predominant: a) sell 
stuff more people can afford, and b) sit your 
neighbor or the cable guy in front of your 
stereo, cross your fingers, and let ’er rip—the 
theory behind b) being that the experience 
will be so epic as to transform the reluctant 
participant into an audiophile butterfly. As if.

These ideas aren’t wrong, but their aim is 
all over the map. Actual human beings have a 
ton of other things—and not just fun things—
they’d rather do. Things that don’t involve 
sitting in front of music while doing nothing 
but listening.

Unlike us. We’re quirky that way. We want 
to do nothing but listen to our hi-fis. We even 
make time in our busy schedules to do so.

And there’s this: We and non-audiophiles listen to 
recorded music differently: While their engagement with 
music can be close, ours is molecular: if it’s in the recording, 
we want to hear it. It’s why we care so much about the 
sound quality of our playback gear, and why we go to un-
usual lengths to optimize our hi-fi to sound its best. Such 
reverence for sound quality is too much for the average 
person: I get that.

I also get that there’s been a paradigmatic shift in the re-
lationship between consumers and recorded music: What 
was once an objet d’art that took pride of place on one’s 
shelf is now a 20-second download designed to be instant-
ly expulsed and replaced. And at $25/month to stream a 
zillion songs, music has achieved a monetary status of near 
worthlessness. Who, then, with his or her head on straight, 
would spend $25,000 on a stereo system—never mind on 
one component of it—when all it’s good for is playing back 
music that, according to the people who dispense it, isn’t 
worth a dime?

The answer might pertain to why the simple idea of a 
$10,000 amplifier strikes most people as absurd—but not 
so a similarly priced watch, or a $200,000 sports car. Those 
consumables come wrapped in ideas whose significance to 
every human being can’t be trivialized: time and freedom. 
A stereo system, as important as it may be to you and me, 
is to most people as a mere hi-fi accessory is to us: It might 
improve things, but life works fine without it. 

Yet hearing my recordings with minimal interference 
from the mechanics of playback is a privilege I value. Not 
only is this aspect of sound reproduction directly pro-
portional to my ability to focus on the music, it is more 
respectful of the hard work that went into creating and 

recording the art of music in 
the first place.

So I’m okay with being 
in the minority—of being 
so eccentric that I can listen 
for hours at a time to music 
that doesn’t come with 
pictures. I like belonging to 
a fraternity whose members 
speak a strange lingo and 
perform sacred rituals, while 
being implicitly aware that 
great audio is as much about 
developing the new as it is 
about refining the old.

At the same time, I 
wish everyone could hear 
what I hear, to understand 
empathetically what it is 
that makes the audiophile 
pursuit so special to me, 
even noble. Then there’s the 
existential concern expressed 
in my opening sentence: 
that fear for the survival of 
our hobby and, by exten-
sion, of the survival of the 
audiophile inside each of us.

Not to worry, brothers and 
sisters: As sound quality con-

tinues to improve across all music-delivering formats, consum-
ers, whether they realize it or not, are becoming increasingly 
acclimated to better sound and more of it. What a perfect M. 
Night Shyamalan twist! With convenience conquered and 
out of the way, sound quality matters! Which means: Stay 
alert for an uptick in the number of music lovers who will 
wander into our orbit searching for audio enlightenment.

The hard truth is that trying to convince most people of 
our hobby’s appeal is a waste of time and effort. This is why 
it’s best to set our sights on those who, during discussions of 
music or sound, display an affinity for audio—but who might 
be tentative and leery, and needful of being gently guided 
away from the din of audiophiledom’s unwinnable in-fight-
ing, crazy-sounding theories, and sticker-shock pricing. This 
is our chance to don our audio-emissary hats and spread the 
word on the street: Audiophile gear will make your music 
come alive! Even the cheaper stuff! 

If we’re lucky, we’ll get to see some of these budding 
enthusiasts become audiophiles—just as, long ago, we became 
audiophiles—and we’ll be reminded of a familiar and reassur-
ing refrain: The kids are alright. And so are we. n

A friend of his best friend’s big brother sold Robert Schryer (STletters@
sorc.com) his first high-end gear: an AR turntable fitted with a Shure 
V-15 Type V-MR cartridge. After that, things were never the same.

The Kids 
Are Alright

THIS ISSUE: Reports of high-

performance audio’s death

have been exaggerated.

Consumers 
are becoming 

increasingly 
acclimated to 
better sound.
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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

Possibly his best solo ever recorded. Porgy 
and Bess has Miles in the most bluesy, pas-
sionate style of his career. And Gil Evans’s 
harmonic and tonal genius applied to 
these arrangements are beyond belief. 
And one more thing—the music swings!!!

—Elliot Burstein
elliotdrum@sbcglobal.net

Art, I get it

Editor:
Mono, wow—Art, I get it. Today, at our 
local thrift shop, I picked up a pristine 
CD mono collection of jazz/big-band 
legends performing the classics (all re-
cordings made between 1935 and 1949). 
Mono moves—this music has drive and 
pop. It also has dynamics; a couple times, 
I found myself reaching for the volume 
control, then stopping when I realized 
that, actually, the dynamics were on the 
recording. A muted clarinet and trumpet 
were quiet, and then, wham, the band 
came in, and the soloist moved to the 
mike as the band played behind him—it 
was a stunning experience, coming from 
the loudness wars, to hear recorded music 
with a wide dynamic range. You haven’t 
lived until you’ve heard “The Blue 
Danube” with New Orleans jazz swing-
ing through it via Jimmy Dorsey and his 
Orchestra. —Bert Paul

Waldenpond@comcast.net

Disturbing?

Editor:
I’ve been a subscriber to Stereophile for 
quite some time, and wonder what your 
criteria are for reviewing equipment. It 
seems the same companies are being 
reviewed numerous times while others 
are never reviewed. Just look up recent 
reviews of speakers on your website: 
companies like GoldenEar, YGA, Wilson, 
KEF, etc., dominate your reviews. This is 
very disturbing. —Ron Raguso

ronraguso@yahoo.com

Thanks for writing, Mr. Raguso. We do restrict 
the number of brands reviewed in Stereophile. 
To qualify for a full review, a brand sold by 
specialty retailers must have at least five North 
American dealers even to be considered. See 
www.stereophile.com/asweseeit/746/index.
html, where I explain why we adopted this 
policy.—John Atkinson

Are we hobbyists?

Editor,
In the February issue, (“Letters,” p.11) 
Dale M. Lanzone bridled at the use of the 
term hobbyist to describe an audiophile. 
Are we hobbyists? Yes and no. A few years 
ago, I asked my 40-year-old son what he 
would call my nearly 60-year penchant 
for the audio/stereo experience. “It’s a 
hobby, Dad.”

Yes, I thought, that’s what it is. But that’s 
the equipment part—the part of the brain 
that clicks in when listening to what the 
gear does to the sound. Or clicked in 
back in the 1950s and ’60s, when I was 
building Dynakits and Heathkits.

But the other part, the listening for 
pure pleasure part, seems no more a 
hobby than going to Carnegie Hall to 
hear a Brahms symphony, or playing clas-
sical piano for myself or friends. When 
I’m playing a Bach partita or a Scriabin 
prélude, it doesn’t feel like a hobby. Is it 
the reach for self-expression that differs—
that the goal is different? Yet even then, 
I’m critically aware of the tuning and 
action of my massive Baldwin SD-10.

Yes, like everything else in life, the 
audiophile experience is complex.

—Bruce Moss
Santa Fe, NM

brucemoss@earthlink.net

You don’t know what  

you’ve got ’til it’s gone

Editor:
Years ago, when I ripped my library to 
iTunes, the cost of hard-drive storage 
was so high that I didn’t rip the music as 
uncompressed AIFF files. Subsequently, 
in a move, all my CDs were lost. At least 
iTunes Match allowed me to upgrade to 
256kbps versions of my music, but my 
original media is gone, and the record 
companies aren’t in the business of 
replacing licenses. So I have been cling-
ing to the hope that iTunes will one day 
move to high-fidelity content and allow 
me to upgrade my existing library.

When I look at PonoMusic or 
HDtracks, I think, no way am I rebuying 
all of my music at $25–$30 per album. 
Where does that leave those of us who 
have already paid the record company for 
our music, but through the years had our 
music lost, stolen, or damaged? Think 

about it: The record companies love to 
prosecute people who download a song 
without paying—but they are not inter-
ested in having a license agreement that 
protects those of us who actually pay for 
our music. I would love to see a digital 
license that provides me with lifetime 
access to the full, uncompressed music.

There is such a culture shift these days 
that we are almost forced into the world 
of portability at an early age. By the time 
any person gets to the point where they 
are interested in taking audio apprecia-
tion to the next level, they have already 
invested too much to turn back.

—Randy Kimberlin
Cleveland, OH

R2D4 Omissions

Editor:
I have been a Stereophile reader since 1980, 
and it blows my mind that the follow-
ing recordings have, to the best of my 
knowledge, never been recommended in 
Stereophile’s “Records to Die For” feature. 
Possibly this was because they would be 
anyone’s obvious choices—but don’t for-
get that your younger readers may not be 
aware of their value: Miles Davis and Gil 
Evans’s Miles Ahead (recorded 1957) and 
Porgy and Bess (1958), both on Columbia 
Records.

The arrangements are sublime, and 
Miles Davis’s playing is at its peak. It’s 
real jazz, and I have been listening to 
these recordings since 1960 and never 
tire of them. Miles’s solo in “My Ship,” 
from Miles Ahead, will tear your heart out! 

LETTERS TO THE EDITOR should be sent 
as faxes or e-mails only. Fax: (212) 915-
4167. E-mail: STletters@sorc.com. Please 
note: We are unable to answer requests 
for information about specific products 
or systems. If you have problems with 
your subscription, call (800) 666-3746, 
or e-mail Stereophile@palmcoastd.com, 
or write to Stereophile, P.O. Box 420235, 
Palm Coast, FL 32142-0235.

Like everything else 
in life, the audiophile 
experience is complex.
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SME MODEL 15

TURNTABLES

CARTRIDGES

P R E C I S I O N  T U R N TA B L E

W I T H  O PT I O N A L  S M E 

M O D E L  3 0 9  S P D  P I C K U P  A R M
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Sterephile recommended Class A phono cartridges

ETNA SL A-95 PURPLE

HEART

TSD15 N

P R E C I S I O N  T U R N TA B L E

LO W  O U T P U T  M C LO W  O U T P U T  M C

LO W  O U T P U T  M C

M E D I U M  O U T P U T  M C

LY R A O RTO F O N K I S E K I E M T

W I T H  AC C L A I M E D  3 1 2 S  TO N E A R M

SME MODEL 20/12A
T  S M E 2 0 /1 2 A R M

TURNTABLES

C

PRECISION TURNTABLE PRECISION TURNTABLE
WITH ACCLAIMED 312S TONEARM WITH ACCLAIMED 312S TONEARM
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WE’RE PROUD TO ANNOUNCE OUR PARTICIPATION AT THIS YEAR’S

COME SEE US & OUR WORLD RENOWNED COLLECTION OF AUDIOPHILE RECORDINGS

A P R I L  1 5 - 1 7 ,  2 0 1 6   |   T H E  W E ST I N  O ’ H A R E   |   RO S E M O N T,  I L

WWW.AXPONA.COM

HALO JC3+

PHONO CABLES

PHONO PREAMPS

M A D E  BY  PA R A S O U N D

D E S I G N E D  BY  J O H N  C U R L

AUDIENCE AU24 SE

M  J C 3 B

M  X P- 2 5

Audience & Acoustic Sounds offer vinyl lovers a choice of three impedance-matched phono cables. Each 

model is designed to carefully optimize the electrical characteristics of the cartridge to the cable and to 

preserve signal flow to the phono stage without detrimental influences:

Low Z - for moving coil cartridges with internal resistance up to 30 ohms.

High Z - for moving coil cartridges with internal resistance between 30 and 100 ohms.

MM - for all cartridges with internal resistance above 100 ohms which includes moving coil cartidges 

rated at 47k ohms and most moving magnet or moving iron models.

Parasound has introduced an improved version of 
its Halo JC 3 phono preamplifier. The new Halo JC 
3+ adds independent load adjustment for moving 
coil cartridges, as well as enhancements to the 
dual-mono phono module circuit boards, and 
increased power supply capabilities. The JC 3+ 
circuit comes from the designer of the legendary 
Vendetta phono preamp, John Curl.

Since 1997 Pass Laboratories has been respected for building some the finest 
phonostages in the audio industry. The transition from Aleph Ono, through X-0no 
and now to the XP-15 and XP-25 represents a sophistication and maturation of both 
thinking and component evolution.

PASS LABS XP-25

T W I N  C H A S S I S 

P H O N O STAG E  P R E A M P L I F I E R

W P

PHONO CABLES

PHONO PREAMPS PHONO PREAMPS

MADE BY PARASOUND MADE BY PARASOUND

DESIGNED BY JOHN CURL DESIGNED BY JOHN CURL

M JC3B M JC3B

Low Z - for moving coil cartridges with internal resistance up to 30 ohms. Low Z - for moving coil cartridges with internal resistance up to 30 ohms.

High Z - for moving coil cartridges with internal resistance between 30 and 100 ohms.

MM - for all cartridges with internal resistance above 100 ohms which includes moving coil cartidges 

rated at 47k ohms and most moving magnet or moving iron models.
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Small, smart and 
very simple
Xeo 2
We want the full sound. Everywhere, all around. 
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and high-quality sound. It is Dynaudio’s smallest wireless 

speaker system yet – without any compromise of the completely 

high-end audio sound. It is small, smart and unbelievably versatile. 

It is all you need.
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INDUSTRY 
UPDATE

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 June 2016 issue is March 20, 2016.

CALENDAR OF 

INDUSTRY EVENTS

ATTENTION ALL AUDIO SOCIETIES:  

We have a page on the Stereophile

website dedicated solely to you:

www.stereophile.com/audiophile-

societies. If you’d like to have your

audio-society information posted

on the site, e-mail Chris Vogel at

info@XLinkAudio.com.

Please note that it is inappropriate

for a retailer to promote a new product

line in “Calendar” unless this is

associated with a seminar or similar

event.

california

❚ Sunday, March 20, 2–5pm: The

Los Angeles & Orange County Audio 

Society will hold its monthly meeting

at Upscale Audio, in Upland (2504

Spring Terrace). The event will be

hosted by the “Tube King” himself,

Upscale Audio’s own Kevin Deal,

who will present his latest personal

tube-search adventures, and give

tours of his workshop and warehouse

full of exotic tubes! Listen to and

learn about PrimaLuna electronics,

Sonus Faber loudspeakers, Kiseki

UK: SOUTHEND-ON-SEA

Paul Messenger
In complete contrast to its own well-
established tradition of offering high-
performance products at relatively 
affordable prices, Rega Research is 
about to introduce a new turntable that 
costs around £30,000. The exact price 
and launch date have yet to be set, but 
the name and some of the ingredients 
are fixed.

The new Rega ’table (below) will 
be called the Naiad, after a solo-piano 
work by Harry Farjeon that Rega’s 
founder, Roy Gandy, remembers his 
mother playing. Farjeon (1878–1948) 
was born in New Jersey but came to 
Britain as a baby; his successful musical 
career included teaching composition 
at the Royal Academy of Music, where 
he was the youngest professor ever 
hired. The Naiads, No.6 from his piano 
suite Pictures from Greece, Op.13, was 
copyrighted in 1906.

When Gandy decided to make an 
up-to-date recording of The Naiads, he 
ran into some problems. First, some 
pianists turned him down because of 
the music’s difficulty. Gandy eventually 
found a pianist, jazz musician Andrew 
MacCormack, and booked time at 
Mark Knopfler’s British Grove Studios, 
in London—but despite a wide choice 

of microphones there, was unable to 
get a satisfactory sound. He brought 
in some Swedish mikes—Pearl CC 
22s, used by Proprius and Water Lily 
Acoustics—which gave him the sound 
quality he sought.

Another problem: As MacCor-
mack played The Naiads, the piano 
itself seemed to introduce a degree of 
distortion. Investigations showed that 
the problem seemed to be produced 
only by 20th- and 21st-century instru-
ments, which are built to play louder 
than earlier pianos. Finding a good 
19th-century instrument and a location 
in which to record it well have proved 
very difficult, so the recording has been 
put on hold.

Development on the Naiad turn-
table continues, though a number 
of details are now settled. Its skeletal 
chassis will be sourced from a company 
that normally manufactures compo-
nents for F1 race cars. It consists of 
a curved frame of lightweight plastic 
foam wrapped in top-quality carbon-
fiber cloth. A matching wall bracket of 
similar construction, which allegedly 
costs Rega around £3500, will be 
included as part of the package.

The platter, made of super-stiff 
alumina (aluminum oxide), is sup-
ported by a main bearing of zirconium p
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dioxide. Gandy told me that he hadn’t 
believed the choice of material would 
have a worthwhile effect on sound 
quality, but when his deputy, Phil Free-
man, had a prototype made, the results 
were sufficient to convince him that it 
was worthwhile. The motor is driven 
via its own software-controlled power 
supply, one more elaborate than and, 
Gandy claims, an improvement over 
the supply used for the Rega RP10. 
The motor is linked to the platter with 
three drive belts, the better to average 
out drive inconsistencies that can’t be 
avoided with a single belt.

Although the Naiad has existed in 
prototype form for some years, serving 
as a test bed to develop various ideas, 
production is now scheduled to begin 
relatively soon. Rega told me that they 
plan to introduce some more afford-
able models at the same time.

AUSTRIA:  

NEUSIEDL AM SEE

Paul Messenger
I’m not sure that the extreme eastern 
end of Austria, close to the border with 
Hungary, falls within my brief, but this 
confirmed analogiste feels obliged to 
mention a company there that’s doing 

something rather different. In 2012, in 
the small lakeside town of Neusiedl 
am See, audiophile and music lover 
Volker Lange founded Horch House 
(www.analogarts.net/), dedicated to 
the duplication on analog tape of clas-
sic recordings.

Lange regards analog magnetic tape 
as the finest possible means of preserv-
ing recorded music, and decided to try 
to make copies of some master tapes 
legally available to end users. Advice 

on how best to produces the copies 
came from Andreas Kuhn, of Switzer-
land, who is something of an expert 
on Studer recorders; record producer 
Thilo Berg joined as co-owner; and 
engineer Christoph Stickel undertakes 
the “soft refurbishing” of the master 
tapes—“the aim was in no way to in-
terfere artificially. The recordings were 
merely ‘rid of noise,’” we are assured.

The seriousness of Horch House’s 
intentions are clear enough, as the two-
track tapes are copied to 10.5" Studio 
Master 468 high-bias tape running 
at 15ips with NAB equalization. The 
rather hefty prices begin at €298 ($326 
at the time of writing) for a single tape 
of an original album. However, those 
unwilling to justify such expenditure 
might be interested in Horch House’s 

Horst House’s latest 
initiative, Project R2R, 
is to develop a brand-
new, open-reel tape 
deck.
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BSO/Steinberg Holst Planets. Fans of 
film music might be impressed by the 
LSO recordings of John Williams’s 
scores for the original three Star Wars 
films, conducted by the composer.

Horst House has ambitions beyond 
merely reissuing master-tape record-
ings; its latest initiative, Project R2R, 
is to develop a brand-new, open-reel 
tape deck—the first new deck to be 
designed and manufactured in many 

years. The press releases suggest that 
a prototype will be exhibited at Mu-
nich’s High End show in May 2016. I’ll 
be looking for it.

US: YOUR LOCAL  

NEWSSTAND

John Atkinson

Audiophiles are often accused of 
being interested in the gear first, and 
in music a distant second. Yes, we all 

LP or high-resolution digital versions, 
which cost considerably less; even 
the highest-rez digital copies—24/96 
WAV, 24/192 WAV, and DSD DFF 
are available—cost just a tenth the price 
of the analog tape. And a single LP 
costs €24.58 ($27).

At present, the Horch House catalog 
is limited to some 40 items, mostly 
originals of jazz and classical releases 
recorded in the 1970s, including the 

phono cartridges, and more! A special 

industry guest appearance is in the 

works. Eastwind Import will provide new 

imported LPs and CDs for our shopping 

fun. A raffle is planned, a terrific lunch 

will be served, and visitors and new 

members are welcome. Parking is free. 

For more info, visit www.laocas.com or 

call Bob Levi at (714) 281-5850.

❚ Saturday, May 14, 2–5pm: The 

Los Angeles & Orange County Audio 

Society will hold its monthly meeting 

at Brooks Berdan Ltd., in Monrovia 

(110 W. Olive Avenue). Sheila Berdan 

and her crew will demonstrate top-of-

the-line equipment in seven spaces 

custom-designed to give you great 

musical experiences, from club to 

theater presentations. Check out the 

new Magico S1 Mk.II speakers along 

with room treatments from Artnovion 

Acoustics: state-of-the-art engineering 

creating ultimate performance. Also 

to be featured are the Vidac by LH 

Labs—the world’s most versatile 

DAC, featuring five digital inputs; and 

loudspeakers from Revel by Harman, 

who are obsessed with science to 

reproduce music with the utmost purity. 

Have you heard the hot new Mojo, 

by Chord; or the LH Labs Geek Out 

V2? There will be lots of options for 

your listening pleasure, and industry 

representatives will be on hand. Enjoy 

the 10th Annual Greatest Software 

Raffle Ever, and win LPs and CDs and 

downloads from all over the world. 

On top of that, Sheila will offer a new 

Customer Loyalty Program! Eastwind 

Import will bring personally selected 

SACDs and other special-format CDs 

and, for this event only, offer a Buy Five, 

Get One Free sale! An extraordinary 

lunch will be served, including adult 

beverages. Free parking is nearby. 

Guests, visitors, and new members 

are invited. For more information, visit 

www.laocas.com or call Bob Levi at 

(714) 281-5850.

❚ Friday–Sunday, June 3–5: T.H.E. Show 

takes place at The Hotel Irvine, 17900 
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    oldenEar’s World-Beating New Triton One Wins 
Stereophile’s 2015 Co-Loudspeaker-of-the Year!

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Triton One Tower
$2499 ea.

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

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

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

w/ Multi-Vaned Phase Plugs

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

Open-Cell Polyurethane  
Foam Damping Pads and 
Complex Internal Bracing

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

Hybrid Phase-Perfect  
Electronic/Passive Low 

Frequency Crossover

Linear-Phase Fully Balanced 
Crossover Network

Accelerometer-Optimized  
Non-Resonant Cabinet  

w/ Non-Parallel Walls

Four Inertially-Balanced Quadratic 
Planar Infrasonic Radiators:  

Two On Each Side of Cabinet

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

Optimized Dual-Chamber  
Upper-Bass/Midrange Enclosure 

with Angled Rear Walls
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love our audio systems, but owning 
such a system would be pointless if 
we didn’t have music to play on it. 
Something that Stereophile’s reviewers 
have in common is that, no matter 
how expensive their audio systems, 
their collections of recorded music are 
worth more. So at the beginning of 
each of the last 25 years, this maga-
zine has celebrated its writers’ and 
readers’ love of music by publishing 
“Records to Die For,” aka R2D4: a list 
of the two albums that each reviewer, 
whether of equipment or of music, 
could not, that year, bear the thought 
of leaving behind.

Still available on newsstands as you 
receive this issue is a special 148-page 
“Collector’s Edition” of Stereophile, in 
which we have compiled all of the 
reviews comprising the past 10 years’ 
worth of R2D4—some 500 albums 
selected by 46 writers, organized by 
musical genre and listed alphabeti-
cally. Along with six short essays on 
recorded music by the magazine’s 
music editor, Robert Baird, there are: 
48 pages of Rock reviews, 20 pages 
of Jazz reviews, 15 pages of Opera & 
Vocal reviews, 14 pages of Classical 
Orchestral & Film Score reviews, 9 

pages of Chamber Music & Instru-
mental reviews, and 10 pages of Folk, 
Blues & World Music reviews. If you 
bought every one of these 500 albums, 
you would have an extraordinary record 
collection.

Stereophile: 10 Years of Records to Die 
For costs $7.99 and can be found at 
your newsstand and bookstore, or can 
be ordered online from http://store-
badz031c.mybigcommerce.com/. n

Jamboree Road, Irvine 92614. Visit

http://theshownewport.com/#more-

info for more information.

illinois

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

AXPONA Show will be held at the

Westin O’Hare (6100 N. River Road,

Rosemont). Visit www.axpona.com for

more information.

❚ Saturday, May 14, 9:30am–3:30pm:

The Midwest Classical Record Show

takes place at the North Shore

Holiday Inn (5300 W. Touhy Avenue,

Skokie). Admission is $3. Visit

www.midwestclassicalshow.com

for more information.

minnesota

❚ Tuesday, March 15, 7–9pm: The

Audio Society of Minnesota will

host Ralph Karsten, of locally based

Atma-Sphere Music Systems, who

will present his company’s new UV-1

tube preamplifier along with other

high-end tube amplifiers from Atma-

Sphere. The meeting will be held at the

Pavek Museum of Broadcasting (3517

Raleigh Avenue, St. Louis Park 55416).

Refreshments will be served, and

guests, visitors, and new members are

welcome. For more information, visit

our website: www.audiomn.org.

❚ Tuesday, April 19, 7–9pm: The

Audio Society of Minnesota will host

Harold Cooper, who will bring his

insights and opinions on Audio Note

(UK manufacturer of amplifiers),

vinyl playback, loudspeakers, DACs,

cables, and kits. Plus, there will be

a discussion and demo of room-

treatment by Michael Green Audio and

their RoomTune products. The meeting

will be held at the Pavek Museum of

Broadcasting (3517 Raleigh Avenue,

St. Louis Park 55416). Refreshments

will be served, and guests, visitors, and

new members are welcome. For more

information, visit our website: www.

audiomn.org.

canada

❚ Friday–Sunday, March 18–20: The

Chester Group’s Salon Son & Image

show takes place at its traditional

venue, the Hotel Bonaventure Montreal

(900 Rue de la Gauchetière Ouest,

Montreal). For more information,

visit www.chestergroup.org/

salonsonimage/2016.

In order to fabricate copper or silver 
into a strand or conductor, it is fi rst 
cast and then drawn through a die—
a process that creates a directional 
pattern in the conductor’s internal 
grain structure, and most importantly, 
a non-symmetrical overlay of grains 
at the conductor’s surface. This 
asymmetrical surface structure causes 
a slight directional difference in 
impedance at high noise and interfer-
ence frequencies.

Due to skin-eff ect, such high-frequency 
energy travels almost exclusively on 
the surface of a conductor, giving 
signifi cance to the directional diff er-
ence in impedance at these frequencies. 
Because all energy will always take 
the path of least resistance, when 
a cable is oriented so that the high-
frequency noise—whether from a 
computer, radio station, cell tower, 
etc.—is “directed” to ground, or to 
the end of the cable attached to less 
vulnerable equipment, the dynamic 
intermodulation and associated ring-
ing generated in the active electronics 
will be greatly reduced.

The unpleasant, strained sound that 
occurs when conductors have the 
wrong orientation is the result of noise 
entering and causing misbehavior 
and intermodulation in an active 
circuit. The more relaxed, full-bodied 
sound of correctly oriented conductors 
is the result of less high-frequency 
interference. It’s like relieving yourself 
downwind instead of against the wind.

As always, the proof is in the listening!

Directionality 
Is Your Friend

It’s All About 
Reducing Noise

Metal Drawing Dies
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BY MICHAEL FREMER

INSIDER VIEWS ON EVERYTHING VINYL

HOW MEASUREMENT FAILS DOCTORS 
AND TEACHERS” was the headline of 
a story1 in a recent issue of the New York 
Times’s “Sunday Review” section (formerly 
called “News of the Week in Review,” now 

rendered obsolete by the 24/7 news cycle created by and 
for the terminally self-absorbed). The writer, Robert M. 
Wachter, a professor and interim chairman of UC San Fran-
cisco’s department of medicine and author of the book The 
Digital Doctor: Hope, Hype, and Harm at the Dawn of Medicine’s 
Computer Age, said that healthcare and education “have be-
come increasingly subjected to metrics and measurements,” 
and that the focus on them has “gone too far.”

To me, that headline screamed “Audio!” And the book 
that needs to be written is The Digital Recording Revolution: 
Hope, Hype, and Harm at the Dawn of Audio’s Computer Age.

In the early 1980s, after hearing a CD at the format’s US 
debut at an Audio Engineering Society convention in Los 
Angeles, I wrote a commentary for Music Connection Maga-
zine. In it, I made the point that “compact discs are not the 
future. They don’t sound better than records, and soon very 
few people will still have CD Players.” 2 Only the “soon” 
was wrong!

Recently, a troll who’s fixated on me actually e-mailed 
to say, “Your problem is that you listen.” Instead, he said, I 
should better educate myself in audio engineering. That 
way, he was certain, I’d stop advocating for vinyl, because 
my advocacy, which is based on listening, is ill-informed and 
therefore invalid.

At last January’s Consumer Electronics Show, during 
Meridian Audio’s before-and-after demonstration of MQA 
audio-encoding technology,3 Bob Stuart first played a 
24/96k transfer of Keith Jarrett’s solo-piano The Köln Con-
cert, and then the same recording processed with MQA, in 
which, he said, the time-domain sins of the original analog-
to-digital converter—sins that I imagine were “unmeasur-
able” or “unmeasured”—had been corrected. The result 
was a dramatic improvement in imaging, soundstaging, and 
piano harmonics. No longer were the piano’s attack, sustain, 
and decay confused with one another. No longer were the 
hall acoustics commingled with the sound of the piano.

Why, it sounded closer to the original LPs!
Back in the day, whenever I complained about CD’s 

miserable imaging and soundstaging compared to vinyl, the 
stock response was that “all of that so-called imaging and 
soundstaging you’re hearing on your records are really L–R 
artifacts.” My answer to that was always: “Fine—if distortion 
makes it sound more real, I’ll take the distortion.” But as the 
MQA demo proved, the LP wasn’t distorted—the CD was!

Not Measured but Heard: the Reed 3P Tonearm

Manufactured to a very high standard of fit’n’finish and 
presented—with equal attention to detail—in an attractive 
wooden box, the Reed 3P tonearm, made in Lithuania, is an 

elegantly machined tour de force that incorporates new and 
previously used tonearm ideas in a compact package that’s 
relatively easy to set up and use.

Reed offers the 3P in 9.5", 10.5", and 12" versions; I chose 
to review the 9.5" version, which has an effective length 
of 240mm and an overhang of 17mm, because now I’m 
firmly in the camp of less is more when it comes to tonearm 
length—at least as between 9" and 12" arms. Yes, a shorter 
arm’s tracking error is greater, and there’s more skating side 
force, but—all else being equal—the shorter arm’s lower 
mass should result in better dynamic behavior during record 
play. With a 1m phono cable of copper wire terminated 
with WBT RCA plugs, the 9.5" 3P sells for $5000.

The 3P’s armtube is available in a variety of woods, 
including Brazilwood (Caesalpinia echinata, aka Pernambuco), 
wenge (Millettia laurentii ), ziricote (Cordia dodecandra), and 
western red cedar  (Thuja plicata). While each has different 

How Measurement Fails Us

THIS ISSUE: First listens to two

high-end tonearms and a second

listen to a cost-no-object turntable.

Top: the Reed 3P’s 

unique bearing 

system.  

Bottom: rotating 

the armtube 

exposes the two 

vertical-movement 

bearing points and 

stabilizing magnet.The 3P’s 
unique  

bearing  
system  

consists  
of three  

pivot  
points.

1 New York Times, January 16, 2016: www.nytimes.com/2016/01/17/opinion/sun-
day/how-measurement-fails-doctors-and-teachers.html?_r=0.

2 Music Connection, October 11, 1983: www.analogplanet.com/content/digital-
disaster-music-connection-october-mid-1980s.

3 See www.stereophile.com/content/mqas-sound-convinces-hardened-showgoers.
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threaded shaft, and two more are 
embedded in the movable egg, a set 
distance from one another. As the arm 
moves across the record, and the space 
between the fixed magnet and the first 
moving magnet increases, the space be-
tween the fixed magnet and the second 
moving magnet decreases, allowing a 
smooth magnetic handoff.

SETUP AND USE: Because the 3P’s 
designer, Vidmantas Triukas, made 
the good choice of having no electri-
cal break from cartridge clips to RCA 
plugs, care must be exercised in fitting 
the armtube into its frame, and in 
hanging the frame on the mounting 
structure’s horizontal bearing platform 
so that all three points are correctly 
seated—all while being careful not to 
stress the wires going from the arm-
tube into the main post.

Probably because of a translation 
error, the instructions incorrectly 
labeled the pivot-to-spindle distance 
as the “mounting distance”—and in 
an offset design such as the 3P (or the 
Kuzma 4Point or the TriPlanar), where 
the tonearm pivot and the tonearm-

The 3P’s unique bearing system 
consists of three pivot points, hence 
the arm’s name. While this is just one 
point fewer than are used in Kuzma’s 
4Point arm, the arrangement is alto-
gether different. Here, a winged collar 
fixed to the armtube carries two of the 
3P’s finely machined points, one on ei-
ther side of the armtube. These are the 
two points on which the arm vertically 
pivots, and they fit into cups built into 
a neatly machined open frame, shaped 
somewhat like an egg that’s been sliced 
lengthwise and stood on end. The 
topmost part of the frame contains the 
third point, also downward-facing, by 
means of which the frame and armtube 
hang from a portion of the stationary 
mounting structure: that’s the horizon-
tal pivot. An impressive animation of 
the 3P’s mechanical structure is avail-
able online.5

Horizontal stability is maintained 
with the mutual attraction of two 
magnets: one built into the bottom of 
the egg, the other set into a crosspiece 
that’s part of the arm-mount/VTA 
adjustment tower. 

The antiskating force is set with 
another magnetic-attraction system: 
one magnet is fixed at the end of a 

but equally fine-looking cosmetics, 
Reed has produced measurements 
demonstrating that all of the choices 
have similarly impressive but not 
identical low-resonance characteristics.4

The woods Reed uses have been cured, 
and shouldn’t drift with age or changes 
in temperature and humidity, though I 
have to admit that wood is not my first 
or even second choice of armtube ma-
terial. But the proof is in the listening.

Reed’s tonearm options more re-
semble those found in the automotive 
world than in audio. There are seven 
metal finishes to choose from, and 
three phono cables—all made with the 
same copper wire, cryogenically frozen 
or not, and terminated with Eichmann 
Bullet or WBT NextGen plugs.

Attached to one end of the review 
sample’s Brazilwood armtube was a 
metal headshell, and to the other a 
metal stub for the counterweight. The 
two-piece headshell is attached via a 
combination of insertion and clamp-
ing that seemed to produce structural 
rigidity. Reed specifies the approximate 
effective mass of each combination of 
armtube wood and length; the effec-
tive mass of my 9.5" Brazilwood arm 
was 14gm.

4 See www.reed.lt/research/58-wood-vs-the-rest-
testing-armtube-material.

5 See www.youtube.com/watch?v=_AM28KJizzU.
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listening, not measuring, this feature 
will be useful.

Reed offers no guidance in how to 
set antiskating. The only test record 
I ever found that was worth recom-
mending for this was Telarc’s Omnidisc, 
now out of print. Otherwise, you’ll 
have to observe the deflection of the 
cantilever during play, and adjust the 
antiskating until the cantilever remains 
centered, without being pulled one 
way or the other.

I set up tonearms all the time, and 
installing the Reed 3P was a total 
pleasure. Using and listening to it were 
equally enjoyable. I installed the Lyra 
Etna and Ortofon A95, and found each 
cartridge’s performance in the 3P free 
of sonic surprises. The mass/compli-
ance of both pairings put the combina-
tion’s resonant frequency at around 
10Hz, which is ideal.

The 3P’s overall tonal balance was 
neutral to a bit sweet, particularly 
in the midrange, without the sound 
growing a midband bubble or 
transients losing their natural edge. 
Was that sweet midrange the result 
of the Brazilwood? Maybe: I didn’t 
measure. Bass was nimble, clean, and 
well extended, though it didn’t quite 

mounting hole are not concentric, 
these are not the same thing. Reed has 
promised to fix this.

I appreciated that the 3P arm can be 
locked in place with a setscrew. You 
just have to be careful not to apply too 
much pressure or you might mar the 
wood. A frame carrying an underslung 
counterweight slides easily onto the 
stub end of the armtube, and locks in 
place with another setscrew; when the 
frame is locked in place, the weight 
can then be screwed in and out to fine-
tune the vertical tracking force (VTF).

The VTA and stylus rake angle 
(SRA) are adjusted with a unique dual 
system that uses a lockable, threaded 
post and top-mounted knob to posi-
tion the armtube parallel to the record 
surface, and then a side-mounted 
lever to make finer adjustments while 
playing a record—after which you 
lock down the whole thing. If you 
insist that LPs of different thicknesses 
require different settings of VTA and 
SRA for each thickness, the 3P may be 
for you.

Another knob adjusts azimuth on 
the fly by moving the horizontal pivot 
point relative to the two vertical pivot 
points. If you calibrate azimuth by 

match the Kuzma 4Point’s iron-fisted 
authority in the lows.  (I’m not com-
paring anything to the Swedish Analog 
Technologies arm.) On the other hand, 
the 3P’s midrange will surely appeal to 
those who, unlike me, find the 4Point 
somewhat austere in that region.

Advocates of unipivot tonearms will 
say that an arm that has, essentially, 
three “unipivots” won’t perform as well 
as one with a single unipivot because, 
instead of concentrating the mass at 
a single point, it’s dividing it among 
three or, as in the 4Point,  four. What-
ever, the Reed 3P’s sound was tonally 
very well balanced from top to bottom, 
with no obvious colorations, and a 
midrange that was, overall, pleasingly 
warm without being too warm. Unless 
you really like sweet and warm, use 
the 3P with a cartridge whose sound is 
close to neutral.

The Reed 3P was a stable tracker; its 
behavior in the groove was exemplary 
with both the Etna and the A95. While 
the 3P did well with all types of music, 
I especially recommend it for LPs of 
acoustic music and women’s voices.

The Reed 3P tonearm is impres-
sively designed, engineered, and 
manufactured. I was impressed by the 
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Mørch’s setup instructions are dif-
ficult to follow even for the advanced 
vinyl hobbyist, in part because of 
the DP-8’s unusual design, and in 
part because the translation from the 
Danish is ponderous and full of the 
passive voice (eg, “is mounted in a bush 
to which a black pear shaped plate is 
attached,” etc.), and because the layout 
is poor (though the photos are good). 
Also, the steps should explain the why 
as well as the what. The instructions 
need to be rewritten in plain, direct, 
active English. The current instructions 
sabotage the DP-8.

The DP-8 permits adjustment of 
all setup parameters, including VTA, 
SRA, azimuth, and antiskating, though 
none is accomplished as elegantly as on 
some other arms. That said, the DP-8’s 
compactness is remarkable.

Armtubes are easily swapped out by 
unscrewing a knurled nut at the top of 
the bearing and popping off the tube, 
whose gold-plated pins sit in spring-
loaded holes, to ensure good physical 
and electrical contact. However, these 
pins and holes comprise one of two 
breaks in this arm’s signal wiring: 
the other is a DIN connector in the 
threaded mounting post.

The DP-6 and DP-8 are available in 
lengths of 85⁄16" (212mm) and 119⁄16" 
(294.1mm). The skinny arm looks 
questionable enough in the shorter 
length, and its untapered tube suggests 
that it might be prone to developing 
standing waves. The longer tube looks 
as if it might collapse in the middle, es-
pecially if you’re used to more massive 
arms—but don’t let its delicate looks 
fool you: last year, when I set up the 
DP-8 with a Lyra Etna cartridge on the 
George Warren turntable, the Mørch 
arm made clear that it was anything 
but a wimp in terms of performance.

However, if you’re used to tonearms 
that move freely in the horizontal 
plane (and who among us isn’t?), the 

regardless of frequency, are modulated 
only horizontally, whereas differences 
between the two channels of a stereo 
cut produce vertical motion.

But: for the purposes of cutting a 
master, frequencies below 200Hz are 
best reproduced in mono (horizon-
tally)—which is why, regardless of how 
it was recorded, low bass is usually 
summed to mono. Mørch contends 
that free arm motion in the horizon-
tal plane transfers the movements of 
the stylus in the groove to the whole 
cartridge, causing the cantilever to “al-
most not move” relative to the rest of 
the cartridge, thus producing a “weak 
signal.” Though conceptually Mørch’s 

point is well taken, this last claim may 
be a bit hyperbolic. After all, anyone 
with a non-Mørch tonearm and a 
system capable of reproducing low 
frequencies surely has heard prodigious 
bass.

Pairs of shaft-mounted weights on 
either side of the DP-8’s bearing hous-
ing, mounted well below the pivot, 
stabilize the arm’s horizontal move-
ment, and provide most of the arm’s 
effective horizontal mass. In addition, 
these weights, which ride eccentrically 
on their shafts, are adjusted during 
setup to point back toward the coun-
terweight, to contribute mass to that 
end. The weights can also be raised or 
lowered to place the arm’s center of 
gravity ideally at the pivot point, as it is 
in a standard gimbaled arm.

many options offered, and especially 
by the complete documentation posted 
on the company’s website. Other 
than the confusion about “mounting 
distance,” the folks at Reed seem to be 
doing everything correctly—and, on all 
counts, very well.

Mørch DP-8 tonearm

Hans Henrik Mørch has been design-
ing and building tonearms since the 
early 1980s. While he’s maintained 
the basic and unique design found in 
his original UP-4, over the years he’s 
upgraded and improved it, first in the 
DP-6 and now in the DP-8 ($4995 in 
chrome). The UP-4, still in production, 
is damped with silicone and is a true 
unipivot design; the DP-6 and DP-8 
each have an internally damped (with 
silicone) ball bearing for movements in 
the horizontal plane, and two sapphire 
bearings for vertical motion.

The look of Mørch’s interchange-
able armtubes is unique. They’re grace-
fully curved in two places, pencil thin, 
and made of a single piece of metal, 
plated in 24K gold or chrome. They’re 
available with effective masses of 4, 7, 
8, or 14gm.

The fundamental design concept, 
too, is like no other arm’s. While most 
tonearms are intended to exhibit as lit-
tle friction as possible in the horizontal 
and vertical planes, Mørch intention-
ally limits his arms’ horizontal move-
ment with what he calls his anisotropic 
design, in which the arm’s ability to 
freely move depends on the direc-
tion in which it moves. This, he says, 
is because very low frequencies are 
modulated only horizontally. Which 
is sort of true. Actually, mono signals, 

Left to right: the DP-8, sans 

armtube; the armtube’s 

mechanical-electrical 

connector; the DP-8 on a 

Feickert Firebird turntable, 

with Reed 3P behind.

The Mørch delivered 
more weight and slam 
on bottom.







stereophile.com  n  April 2016 27

ANALOG CORNER

Reed

Upes 26, Naujuju Muniskiu k.,  

54317 Kauno raj., Lithuania

Tel: (+370) 610 41639 

Web: www.reed.It

US distributor: Axiss Audio

17800 S. Main Street, Suite 109

Gardena, CA 90248

Tel: (310) 329-0187

Web: www.axissaudio.com

Mørch

Skovvej 16

2820 Gentofte

Denmark

Tel: (45) 396-34512

Web: www.moerch.dk

US distributor: SORAsound

Tel: (773)706-9705

Web: www.sorasound.com

TechDAS, Stella Inc.

51-10 Nakamarucho

Itabashi-ku, Tokyo 173-0026

Japan

Web: www.techdas.jp

US distributor:  

Graham Engineering, Inc.

25M Olympia Avenue

Woburn, MA 01801

Tel: (781) 932-8777

Web: www.graham-engineering.com

CONTACTS

Technologies tonearm between the Air 
Force One and the discontinued Con-
tinuum Audio Labs Caliburn turntable 
demonstrated the Caliburn’s denser, 
richer, more complex reproduction of 
bass, and its more airy and, seemingly, 
limitlessly extended top end. The Air 
Force One, great as it was, could not, 
like the Caliburn, effortlessly explore 
the heights and widths and depths of 
three-dimensional soundstaging. By 
comparison, it seemed to go just so far 
and then stop.

. . . Until I tried TechDAS’s new, 
optional, easily swappable titanium 
platter. It costs around $9500—more 
than most people spend on a turn-
table, tonearm, and cartridge—but if 
you’re going to spend $105,000 on 
an Air Force One, you’d be foolish 
not to spend another five grand on 
the titanium platter. And I have the 
24-bit/96kHz files to back it up! n

produced the rock-solid musical grip, 
instrumental focus, and unlimited mac-
rodynamics of the Kuzma 4Point—but, 
at $6675, the 4Point costs $1675 more 
than either.

I wish I had more space to provide 
musical examples of what I heard us-
ing the Mørch DP-8. Given its sound 
quality, relatively light weight, and 
small size, it’s a tonearm I definitely 
recommend for use with turntables 
with sprung suspensions—eg, those 
made by Avid, Linn, and Oracle.

The Mighty TechDAS Air Force One 

turntable: A Second Listen

How was it that I ended up enjoying 
TechDAS’s $52,000 Air Force Two 
turntable more than I did the $105,000 
Air Force One?7 I wasn’t sure, but I 
did. Was it that the One was an early-
production sample in which the sus-
pension had yet to be finalized? Could 
be. But whatever it was, as much as 
designer Hideaki Nishikawa appreci-
ated my positive appraisal of the Two, 
my conclusions about it certainly didn’t 
please him, and he requested that I 
give the bigger ’table another listen. 
Who could say no?

It must have been the suspension, 
the importance of which in a tuned 
system can’t be overemphasized. The 
second Air Force One produced a 
more open, graceful, and unlimited 
sound, with what sounded like more 
sophisticated decays of sounds into a 
“blacker” background. There was far 
less of the mechanical sound that had 
kept the first sample sounding “inside 
the box,” which was one reason I’d 
preferred the Air Force Two.

Yet swapping the Swedish Analog 

first time you use the horizontally 
“sticky” DP-8, it’s likely that the arm 
will stop even as your hand keeps 
moving—so be careful. You’ll wonder 
how the DP-8 can possibly trace a 
groove across a record side—but play 
that first LP and you’ll quickly discover 
that the Mørch is an excellent tracker, 
and very capable of producing prodi-
gious, tuneful bass.

In fact, the Mørch-Warren combo 
proved a match made in analog heav-
en. More than a few picky audiophile 
friends heard it and said, “That’s good 
enough that I could be done.” In my 
on-line review of the combination of 
$42,500 Warren turntable and $4995 
Mørch arm,6 I wrote: “The Mørch-
GW combo produced fast, nimble, 
well-textured, iron-fisted bass that 
regularly surprised me with its weight 
and authority. But more important was 
the ’table’s overall top-to-bottom con-
sistency. In a system that costs (don’t 
ask!), the George Warren turntable 
had no apologies to make. Whatever 
it didn’t do that the “big” ’tables do 
in terms of ultimate weight, grip, 
dynamic authority, ability to “carve out 
space,” etc., was so evenly distributed 
that I found myself enjoying what I 
heard and not seriously yearning for 
the two big rigs sitting on the Har-
monic Resolution Systems SXR racks.”

More recently, I had both the Reed 
3P and the Mørch DP-8 mounted on 
the Dr. Feickert Analogue Firebird 
turntable. The Reed produced a more 
airy and delicate sound that was richer 
in the midband, while the Mørch 
delivered more weight and slam on 
bottom, and a somewhat less gener-
ous harmonic palette overall. Neither 

6 See my review at www.analogplanet.com/content/
george-warren-turntable—well-made-sensibly-
engineered-elegant-looking.

7 See my review in the April 2013 issue, Vol.36 No.4.
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IN SEARCH OF THE EXCEPTIONAL

LISTENING BY ART DUDLEY

both times as a seller, not a buyer—and 
on every occasion when I’ve purchased 
and received a record that I felt was 
below its advertised condition, the seller 
took it back and refunded my money 
without question. The trouble is, I’ve 
had to go that route with almost half 

of the LPs and 78s I’ve bought on eBay. There appear to be 
few people on eBay who have genuinely rare, high-quality 
records to offer, and those who do tend to offer them at 
fixed prices that are unrealistically high. (That many such 
titles remain for sale after years on eBay suggests that there 
are fewer record collectors in the House of Saud than previ-
ously assumed.) Otherwise and with relatively few excep-
tions, most of the records on eBay are from junk dealers 
who offer common LPs alongside other offerings, the latter 
usually including box lots of off-brand AAA batteries, Star 
Wars figurines, and Genuine Leather Jackets.

The alternative is to find a reputable online dealer, ideally 
with expertise in a single genre. I’m happy to say that, in 
recent years, I’ve found just such a source.

I
n November of 1990, my wife and 
I traveled to the UK for our hon-
eymoon, much of which was spent 
in Scotland. But we also spent a few 

days in London, and it was during that 
time that I discovered, in the Bloomsbury 
district, one of the finest classical-music 
record stores in the world: a two-story 
shop on New Oxford Street called Caruso 
& Company. It didn’t have quite as large a 
selection as Music Masters, on 43rd Street 
in New York, but it had something that 
that long-lamented store couldn’t boast: 
clerks who were friendly, knowledgeable, 
and gregariously helpful.

It was during my first visit to Caruso & 
Company that the proprietor—a kindly if 
magisterial woman whom I took to be in 
her late 50s—approached me with an LP 
of Jacqueline Du Pré, Sir John Barbirolli, 
and the London Symphony Orchestra 
performing the Elgar Cello Concerto 
(EMI ASD 655). She waved it in my face 
and asked, “You do have this already, don’t 
you?” In what must have seemed abject 
terror, I shook my head. “Right,” she said. 
“I’ll hold this for you at the counter. You 
are not to leave this store without this 
record.” That LP, which cost £3.49—I 
know that only because I never removed 
the price sticker—remains one of my most 
prized possessions. 

By 1996, when I next visited London, 
Caruso & Company had moved to a tat-
tier address, and their LPs were almost 
all gone: They now stocked mostly CDs. 
(I bought only one, for £12.99: Vasari’s recording of the 
Herbert Howells Requiem—which I’d heard on the car radio 
as I drove from the airport.) By the time of my next trip 
to London—I can’t recall the year—the shop had vanished 
altogether.

Not to go all weepy, but the fact remains: Bricks-and-
mortar shops such as Caruso & Company and Music 
Masters and even the record department at your local 
long-dead department store, are now nearly extinct. For jazz 
lovers, there remains the thoroughly recommendable Jazz 
Record Center, on W. 26th Street in New York—one of the 
few genre-specific bricks-and-mortar stores I know of that 
continues to offer expert personal service (there are a few 
others, serving other genres and other parts of the world1). 
But most LP collectors must now shop over the Internet 
and through the mail, buying records we can’t see from 
people we don’t know.

I’ve had fair luck on eBay. I’ve been burned only twice—

Records to Live For

THIS ISSUE: An interview with

an inspired and inspirational

used-LP retailer.

1 I strongly recommend Crocojazz for jazz and La Dame Blanche for classical, 
both in Paris, and right across the street from each other, on Rue de la Montagne 
Sainte Geneviève. I’ve had the pleasure of visiting both with friend and Stereophile 
reader Jean Cocart, who also provided an expert tour of the neighboring church of 
Saint-Étienne-du-Mont.

“I knew nothing 
about what was 
collectible. All I’d 
got was the love of 
the sound of vinyl, 
and the love of 
classical music.”

Left: Art’s first in-person purchase from Caruso & 

Company: the incomparable Elgar Cello Concerto 

recording from Jacqueline du Pré. 

Above: Sophia Singer, taking time off from count-

ing ticks and pops.
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SOPHIA SINGER: In Leicester, which 
is the nearest city to where I live, 
throughout my youth and until about 
15 or 20 years ago there was a record 
store where you could get that kind of 
expertise: If you mentioned something, 
they knew which else to recommend. 
You just don’t find that anymore, do 
you?
AD: No, you don’t. From what you’ve seen, 
do you think it’s possible someone could still 
offer that?
SS: I think not. When I first started this 
business, I thought, “Wouldn’t it be 
nice to have a shop—and meet people! 
Talk about music with them! Talk 
about records!” But I decided I ought 
to wait and see how business went. 
And, frankly, there’s no way I would 
have survived if I’d had premises. I 
only managed to build the business up 
because I ran it from home.

I think I came into dealing in 
classical LPs from a totally different 
direction from most dealers: Most 
dealers seem to come into it starting 
as collectors. Now, I’ve never had the 

UK within a month. At my request, 
Singer mailed my LPs direct to a friend 
in London; they arrived in time for 
my visit, thus saving me the cost of 
overseas shipping.

By the time I’d placed my most 
recent order with Spiral Classics—a 
beautiful, wide-band Decca stereo LP 2

from 1960 of Peter Pears and Benja-
min Britten performing Schubert’s Die 

schöne Müllerin—I began to wonder: 
Can such a business really serve the 
needs of those of us suffering from 
bricks-and-mortar withdrawal? Pre-
cisely how does one grade all those 
LPs? And how does a woman in the 
English Midlands thrive in a field of 
commerce dominated by men? I called 
Sophia Singer—who, as it happens, was 
also familiar with Caruso & Com-
pany—and she kindly consented to an 
interview, which I began with the first 
of those questions . . .

Spiral Classics, which deals in used 
classical LPs, is owned and operated 
by Sophia Singer, who works from 
her home in Loughborough, Leices-
tershire, in England. Singer started the 
business from scratch 23 years ago. In 
that time she has built an international 
customer base, and earned a reputa-
tion for fair dealing that has attracted 
a number of distinguished sellers. 
Before his death, in 2009, legendary 
Decca Records producer Christopher 
Raeburn entrusted to Singer the sale of 
his personal collection. “He was such a 
nice person,” Singer recalls—“a delight-
ful person. And I think that’s one of 
the highlights of my time as a dealer, 
meeting him.”

The Spiral Classics stock list, which 
chiefly comprises original UK press-
ings, is notable not only for its size but 
also for the painstaking detail reflected 
in its approach to grading records: 
Sophia Singer goes beyond the metric 
of M for mint, E for excellent, and VG 
for very good and actually counts the 
number of ticks and clicks on a given 
LP. Equally impressive is the level of 
personal service: The first time I or-
dered from Spiral Classics was in May 
2013, when I knew I’d be visiting the 

2 A “wide-band” LP is from Decca’s earliest SXL 
series of stereo recordings, so called because the silver 
background strip on the label is wider than the ones 
on later Decca labels.

How does a woman in 
the English Midlands 
thrive in a field  
dominated by men?
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the point? I listen to classical music. 
You can’t buy classical music on LP 
anymore, so there’s no point in buying 
a turntable.” And then, a little while 
after that, somebody said to me that 
they were thinking of selling their 
record collection. And it was just . . . 
“Let’s see if I can put the two sides of 
this together.”

And there was a total lack of knowl-
edge: I knew nothing about what was 
collectible. All I’d got was the love 
of the sound of vinyl, and the love of 
classical music. So it was a learning 
curve of about two years. And I still re-
member, with gratitude, the immense 
amount of information people shared 
with me.

I used to get record companies’ 
catalogs all the time and study them, 
to try to learn as much as I could. And 
otherwise, it was customers: Over the 
years, so many wonderful custom-
ers have shared information with 
me—things that I could then pass on 
to other people. I’m a great believer 
in sharing things with people: I think 
there are many dealers who like to play 
things close to the vest: They learn 
things and then they hang on to what 
they know. But I definitely believe in 

SS: [laughs] I’ve always thought that my 
son’s been fortunate! My partner says, 
“What other young man could discuss 
records with his mother?” [laughs] And 
hi-fi, and such. And my daughter? 
Well, now she’s in her early 40s, now 
she’s bought a Thorens, and she says, 
“Well, it’s silly: Why should I buy CDs 
when you can give me records?”
AD: Prior to Spiral Classics, were you in a 
related field?
SS: Absolutely not! I’d been off sick for 
10 years. I’d been a social worker, and 
I spent a long time thinking, “Well, I 
can’t get back to work—I want to run a 
little business.” I had this illusion that 
running a record business was going to 
be something small. [laughs] I came to 
it because I had a good friend who ran 
a second-hand hi-fi shop, and he was 
always trying to convince his custom-
ers that they ought to buy a turntable 
as well as a CD player.

So, yes, I came into this because of 
a passion for vinyl, I suppose. I was 
in that shop one day, and a customer 
came in, and [the shopkeeper] was 
doing his usual thing of saying, “You 
know, vinyl sounds so much better, 
you really ought to buy a turntable 
as well,” and the chap says, “What’s 

collector’s instinct—which is probably 
just as well, because it means I can sell 
these records without regret!

I suppose where I come in is, I have 
an enormous appreciation based on 
sound quality. It’s quite rare among 
women, which I think is very sad: 
There are very few women who take 
the time and trouble to build up an ap-
preciation of really good sound quality.

And when I bought my most recent 
system for my front room—because 
I have a system for my office and 
another for my front room—I had to 
really struggle to find a dealer who 
believed that I wanted the best sound 
that I could afford. I remember the 
first chap, a really nice chap, kept 
bringing me things that weren’t really 
the quality I was looking for. And I 
finally found somebody who actually 
listened to what I was saying, and who 
himself wanted to sell people systems 
that were as near as possible to what 
live music sounds like. And that’s what 
I look for.
AD: That’s what drives a lot of people, but it 
depends on what you’re exposed to, I suppose. 
My daughter is lucky—or unlucky, perhaps—
inasmuch as I’ve pressed upon her a love of 
LPs . . .

THE SWEET SOUND OF VINYL

800-449-8333  |  MUSICDIRECT.COM

VPI Avenger
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I think most of the best things I’ve 
had have come from people who’ve 
inherited collections. And sometimes, 
you know, it’s really sad: They’re the 
collections of someone that I’d been 
selling to. Suddenly, here’s an enor-
mous lot . . .

When you get a collection from 
someone who’s gotten everything from 
new, you can look at a few of them and 
you’ll know what the condition’s going 
to be like. In classical LP dealing, more 
and more now, I think collections are 
coming onto the market that are ones 
people have collected from buying 
from people like me. And that can be 

ing engineers with clothy ears.
AD: That’s certainly very true.
SS: I think it’s really sad, because—nev-
er mind the difference between CDs 
and LPs—the skill of the ear should 
have been passed on [from the engi-
neers of the ’50s and ’60s]. It doesn’t 
seem to have been.
AD: In my experience, many engineers think 
they don’t have to listen, because they know 
their new technology is better than the old.
SS: I think that’s the problem, yes. And 
it’s really, really sad, because it means 
that the fine musicians of today aren’t 
getting to make fine recordings.
AD: Especially with respect to the holy-grail 
records—the Decca SXL wide-bands, the 
British Columbia SAXes—are they still out 
there, or is the well drying up?
SS: They are still out there. But a lot of 
dealers are struggling, because they’re 
not getting them: They’re being sold 
on eBay. And I don’t touch eBay with a 
barge pole. I know a lot of my custom-
ers have been burned—a lot—buying 
off eBay, ’cause it’s such a lottery: You 
might get a beautiful-condition record, 
but the person selling it very often 
doesn’t have a clue as to how to assess 
whether a record’s in good condition.

This is what I’ve based my business 
on. I think I take far more care, check-
ing conditions, than any other dealer 
who’s dealing now. And I’ve learned to 
check conditions from [longtime UK 
record dealer] Phil Rees, which is part 
of the reason why I’ve got a Garrard 
401 as my office turntable: because it 
isn’t suspended. And if you want to 
move the arm to different points of 
the record where you know there’s 
a mark, and you want to check if the 
mark sounds or not, you do need a 
completely rigid turntable—you can’t 
do it as easily with a suspended chassis. 
It was Phil who taught me that. And 
I took it very many steps further, be-
cause I actually describe what I find—
and I say if the record’s got six ticks or 
whatever . . .
AD: I’m in awe of your listings because you 
count the ticks. I don’t think I’ve seen anyone 
else do that.
SS: No, I don’t think anybody else 
does that! [laughs] It’s mad enough!
AD: It’s honest enough.
SS: In my own collection, I’m not that 
much of a perfectionist. But I know 
that some of my customers are. I know 
some of my customers will count the 
ticks themselves and say, “You said there 
were nine, and I found ten!” [laughs]
AD: Beyond the Deccas and the EMIs, what 
do you see as candidates for the next waves of 

sound, and nobody collects them!
I’m particularly interested in early 

music, and baroque, and original-
instrument stuff. So I’m playing records 
my customers don’t want—including 
a lot of ’80s digital. And some of them 
are splendid. Some of them are dread-
ful, but some of them are splendid! 
I’m not someone who says, “No, no, 
I won’t touch digital.” A lot of my 
customers won’t, but for myself, I’ve 
got some lovely [digital] records that, I 
think, have splendid sound.

I do buy CDs. I especially buy 
CDs when I’ve been to a concert and 
I really love the performers—and, of 
course, all you can get these days is the 
CD. So often, they’ve been involved 
in the recording process, these musical 
groups: They’ve paid attention to the 
sound. And they can sound . . . pretty 
good. But in general, I think there’s an 
enormous—well, this will probably get 
you shot—but there are a lot of record-

quite tricky . . .
AD: You told me that you didn’t 
come to this business from the 
point of view of the collector; do 
you now have a collection that 
is yours?
SS: I have a collection that 
is in sync, exactly, with my 
own interests. I am an enor-
mous believer that there’s a 
tremendous lot of records 
out there that have splendid 

sharing knowledge.
AD: Twenty-three years later, knowing 
what you know now, do you sometimes look 
back and say, “Wow, such-and-such a record 
crossed my desk back then . . .”
SS: [laughs] Oh! A few times! I mean, 
if it crossed my hands, I’d feel concern 
for the person who sold it to me—be-
cause obviously I won’t have paid very 
much, because I won’t have realized. 
But sometimes I’ll have sold some-
thing, and someone will e-mail me and 
say, “Do you realize you could have 
asked a lot more for that?”

I’m quite an unusual dealer, because 
all the other dealers I know have 

record codes at their fingertips—
they know exactly what every 
record code is—and they have 
values at their fingertips. Now I 
don’t have values at my fingertips, be-
cause I don’t buy: I sell on commission. 
So people bring me records, then I can 
check them really carefully, and I can 
do lots of research as to their value, and 
put them on my website when I have 
a clear idea what their values might 
be. Then I pay them a proportion of 
what I sell for. And this gets me lots of 
very, very nice records, because people 
know that they’re getting a fair deal.

And I used to agonize. I used to 
think, “Well, have I paid too much 
for that collection? Will I end up out 
of pocket?” Or “Have I underpaid for 
it, and been dishonest about it?” You 
know, I really used to agonize about 
it—and this is why selling on commis-
sion is very much . . . well, it’s peace of 
mind!
AD: I suppose it removes a temptation: “I 
can’t keep this, because it isn’t mine . . .”
SS: Yes, if I keep it, I’ve got to pay half 
of it!

Art’s “wideband” 

Decca Die schöne 

Müllerin.

“Over the last 
two or three 
years, I have 
probably sold 
more [LPs] than 
I’ve ever sold 
before.”
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awful lot of my stock is going out to 
China, where I have a few knowledge-
able customers and a few dealers who 
buy from me. There’s an enormous 
thirst for the records, and for some 
knowledge about them, over in China. 
But, of course, they weren’t able to buy 
them when they were originally sold.
AD: According to Nielsen Soundscan, as 
quoted by editor John Atkinson in the March 
issue of Stereophile, in 2013, classical music 
sales in the US were just 2.8% of all media. 
I gather your business is doing okay?
SS: Well, I’ve always felt that this is 
a small niche business—very much a 
minority of people are customers for a 
business such as mine. Yes, it worries 
me when I go to concerts, and I look 
around at the age of the people around 
me—they’re all my age! And I think 
that’s really sad. There’s commercial 
classical radio in Britain, but it’s all just 
bleeding chunks, if you know what I 
mean: You get a movement of this, and 
a movement of that.
AD: You mentioned an uptick in interest in 
your wares from the Chinese. Has your busi-
ness increased, in recent years, in all markets?
SS: Yes, over the last two or three years, 
I have probably sold more than I’ve 
ever sold before—it’s so much I can’t 
keep up with it! I’m 70 now, so I’m 
slowing down. But I do it because I 
love it. I never had the illusion that I’d 
make a lot of money. I’m rather sur-
prised at how well I have done. And in 
some ways, I think I can brag and say, 
in my small niche market, I’m one of 
the few well-known British dealers. n

collectible classical LPs?
SS: I don’t know what the collectors 
will pursue, but I have plenty of ideas 
about record labels that are unjustly 
neglected. Yes, Argo and Lyrita, cer-
tainly. But also the less-well-known 
EMI labels, which I think were sold 
at mid-price. SXLPs are well worth 
hearing: Many of them are record-
ings that were never issued on SAX or 
ASD, and the originals, with silver and 
blue chevron labels, sound just as good 
as those.

As for other EMI labels, World Re-
cord Club is a very unjustly neglected 
label, for record lovers interested in 
sound quality. A few are relabeled 

ASD or SAX pressings. Many are 
issues of US recordings—Everest re-
cordings, in particular. Some are issues 
of French recordings, many of which 
are fine.
AD: Has the LP-reissue industry had any 
effect on what you’re doing?
SS: Not particularly, ’cause I think 
quite often, somebody with deep 
enough pockets will buy the reissue 
and then they’ll think, “Well, I wonder 
how this compares . . . ?”—and then 
they’ll buy the original!
AD: Could you describe a typical Spiral 
Classics customer?
SS: Goodness, no! It depends on what 
country we’re talking about. In Britain, 
I do still have a few what I would call 
music-lover customers. But, over the 
years, I’ve seen those kinds of custom-
ers grow old, and then . . . they sell 
their collections to me!

But, no, I don’t think I’ve got a 
typical customer. Now, remember, an 

“There are many  
dealers who like to 
play things close to  
the vest.”
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Sophia Singer’s office system is built 

around a vintage Garrard 401 turntable 

with an SME 3009 tonearm, a Goldring 

cartridge (“I don’t go for very 

expensive cartridges, because I’m 

paying to replace the stylus so often”), 

a “bog-standard” Rotel integrated 

amplifier, and Heybrook Helios 

loudspeakers (“I’m a great fan of 

buying used equipment”). In Singer’s 

front room are a Nottingham Analog 

turntable (also with SME arm), 

AcousTech phono preamp, Classé 

preamplifier, Chord Electronics power 

amp (“My son had it, but then he 

moved to the States and couldn’t  

get it adapted for the power over 

there—so I got a wonderful present!”), 

and floorstanding loudspeakers from 

Leema Acoustics. She cleans LPs on an 

older Keith Monks RCM, lovingly 

maintained by her assistant.—Art Dudley
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scientist.
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A note to our U.S. readers: call up Bill Parish at gttaudio.com. Thanks a million for your breathtaking support.
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GRAMOPHONE 

DREAMS
BY HERBERT REICHERT

EXPLORING THE ANALOG ADVENTURE

Hail, Neophyte!”

That’s what members of the Smoky Base-
ment Secret Audio Society would exclaim in 
unison at the end of each ceremony admitting 

a new devotee. It was called the Smoky Basement Society 
not because everyone smoked (though they did), but 
because its members believed that whenever an audio 
designer finally got a design dialed in just right, he or she 
had metaphorically “let the smoke out.” They exclaimed, 
“Hail, Neophyte!” because they believed that the most 
important aspect of being an audio engineer was to have a 
fully open “beginner’s mind.” In Zen practice, this is called 
Shoshin (初心), or beginner’s heart.

The Smoky People’s second main precept: “You can’t find 
what you’re not looking for.” This means that, no matter 
how smart or hardworking you are, you can’t build a great 
amp or loudspeaker if you’re not able to imagine what a 
great amp or speaker would sound like while playing real 
music. 

These dicta have long been my spiritual mantras, and they 
have served me well. Combined, they are like psychic Re-
fresh buttons that keep my mind open and make it possible 
for me to imagine alternative possibilities while minimizing 
my susceptibility to dogma.

My susceptibility to garden nymphs with flowers in their 
hair is a different story.

One August day, while taking a break from the blazing 
sun in my garden, I was drinking ice water with Jasmine in 
front of my stereo. She was only 23. I was struck speechless 
by her preternaturally beautiful, rosy, hormone-charged 
cheeks. Her neon-blue eyes sparkled as she said, “I love your 
1200! I had to give my Technics away . . . would you play my 
father’s Studio One vinyls?” (Time slowed. I could barely 
hear her words.) “He used to play them for me. They were 
all I inherited when he died . . . I really need to hear them.”

Jasmine is a blonde-haired German Mädchen, a Fulbright 
Scholar doing her master’s thesis on the impact of pirate TV 
on Italian politics. Standing even closer to me, and smelling 
like a whole garden, she continued: “I can get them now, 
and . . . I have a fatty spliff!”

I began chattering nervously. “Of course. While you’re 
fetching them, I’ll find some Red Stripe . . .” 

Later, as I sorted through Jasmine’s dad’s records, I blab-
bered, “I really wish I owned some Studio One LPs! Did 
you know that our DJ friend Anthony used to work there? 
Yeah . . . after they moved from Kingston [Jamaica] to Fulton 
Street [Brooklyn]? He knew Coxsone Dodd!” 

Do your female friends “love” your VPI Classic? Did your 
maîtresse regret having to sell her Brinkmann Bardo? I didn’t 
think so.

The following is a true story about falling in love with 
two Jasmines, a stoop-sale turntable, a new British tonearm, 
and my discovery of the Abis SA-1.2.

Dreaming like water

When I reviewed the Pioneer PLX-
1000 turntable in my March 2015 
column,1 I intuitively knew it would 

play music with a righteous intensity. I recognized that it 
sounded slightly more “together” than a Technics SL-1200 
Mk.2, but I didn’t know how either of those direct-drive 
’tables would compare to a classic belt-drive model like 
the Linn LP12, or a renowned idler drive like the Thorens 
TD 124. Therefore, when I finished the Pioneer review, I 
decided to continue to study and listen more closely to each 
of these platter-turning strategies—and share my experiences 
along the path. 

To that end, I acquired a clean, low-mileage Linn LP12 
with a Linn Basik LV X tonearm, and a 1957 Thorens TD 
124 (serial no. 4995). I had already bought, for $70 at a 
Brooklyn stoop sale, a Technics SL-1200 Mk.2 with a bro-
ken tonearm. The stoop-sale guy said, “I dropped it and it 
fell on the tonearm. That’s why I’m selling it so cheap.”

Technics SL-1200 Mk.2 turntable

Vintage turntables, including my stoop-sale Technics 
SL-1200 Mk.2, are like Egyptian ka figures: they capture 
and hold the spirit of their former owners. Each is also a 
palimpsest that reveals the marks of its manufacturer and 
owner(s)—evidence of the place and time they were made, 
how many of them were sold, how they were used. When 
we buy a used turntable, we are buying a ritual tool and 
aesthetic object that has held pride of place—sometimes for 
decades—at the center of another human’s joyful, meditative, 
maybe even ecstatic music rituals.

No question, this stoop-sale 1200 had seen a lot of DJ use, 
but I didn’t own a turntable at the time. The guy wanted 
only $70, and all it needed was a tonearm: How could I say 

“What’s the alternative?”

THIS ISSUE: A vintage Technics

turntable is updated with

modern tonearms.

1 See www.stereophile.com/content/gramophone-dreams-4.

Stoop-sale Technics 

SL1200 Mk.2 with new 

SME M2-9 arm and DIY 

lead-rubber platter mat.
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cation over a wide temperature range, 
as well as resist gumming and prevent 
speed fluctuations. After cleaning the 
1200’s spindle and bearing well with 
isopropyl alcohol, I warmed the bottle 
of Anderol 465 under a hot-water fau-
cet, then put two drops on the spindle 
and one in the well. Moments later, 
the platter was spinning fast and easy. 

If any of you think you know what a 
Technics SL-1200 Mk.2 sounds like, all 
I can say is, unless you’ve experienced 
it with a world-class audiophile tone-
arm and a well-matched audiophile 
cartridge, you’re wrong. The original 
tonearm is almost a toy—albeit a fairly 
sturdy one.

SME M2-9 tonearm

At the time of the Stooptechnics’ 
arrival, I had two 9" SME tonearms 
on loan: a vintage 3009 Series II 
Improved, and a cool new SME M2-9 
($1099) with a straight stainless steel 
armtube, a detachable magnesium 
headshell, an effective mass of approxi-
mately 9.5gm, and—to my touch and 
feel—first-quality gimbal bearings. I’d 
already used the M2-9 on a Thorens 
TD 124, and it played with several 
measures more authority and grace 

than the weak- and sometimes vague-
sounding 3009 Series II Improved. 
Additionally, the M2-9 made possible 
extremely user-friendly adjustment of 
azimuth, bias, vertical tracking angle 
(VTA), and stylus rake angle (SRA).

As with Jeep Wrangler CJs, Linn 
LP12s, and vintage idler-drive turn-
tables, an endless variety of stock and 
modification parts is available for the 
Technics SL-1200. On the Technics 
mod-and-restoration scene, KAB Elec-
tro Acoustics is the oldest (since 1990) 
and most widely respected company. 
Its founder-owner, Kevin Barrett, 
sells everything you could ever need 
for your SL-1200, and does complete 
service and restoration as well. For 
my stooptable, I bought from KAB an 
NOS SL-1200 thick rubber platter mat 
($39). The only thing KAB doesn’t sell 
is armboards. Therefore, I bought on 
eBay a pre-drilled, stainless-steel SME 
armboard for $100 and a very nice 
3mm-thick anodized aluminum blank 
armboard for $39.2

I installed the SME M2-9 first, 
because I imagined it would be easier. 
I was wrong. Opening the bottom of 

no? Before I paid, the stoop dude let 
me plug it in to check it. It turned on, 
the lights worked, and, according to 
the built-in strobe, the platter spun 
at exactly 331⁄3 and 45rpm—plus the 
brake stopped the platter on a dime. I 
gave him $80 and told him to keep the 
change. I was a happy customer.

Technics has sold more than a 
million SL-1200s. I would guess that, 
like vintage Harley-Davidsons, 300D 
Mercedes, or Jeep CJs, nearly every 
one of them is still starting and spin-
ning along. Because of their industrial-
strength beauty and rugged efficiency, 
each of these examples of engineering 
prowess has become a coveted objet 
d’art still rising in value as I type. 

Anderol 465 motor oil

The first thing I did when I got the 
Technics home was call turntable guru 
Mike Trei and ask him what I should 
use for bearing oil. He told me that he 
once ordered some oil from Technics, 
and when the bottle arrived it was 
labeled “Pellet Heater Motor Oil: An-
derol 465.” I bought my 1.7oz bottle of 
Anderol on eBay for $15.95. It appears 
to be a non–paraffin-based synthetic 
oil formulated to offer long-term lubri- 2 See http://tinyurl.com/hpvgjbu.
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grooves so silently and lusciously that 
they made the old Technics arm (and, 
thus, the 1200s you’ve experienced) 
sound opaque and metallic. Imaging 
improved by about 60%. Never-
before-heard microdynamics became 
a delicious feast, and macrodynamics 
became something to prepare for! This 
combo was born to play massed strings 
and choral music. 

quiet. The sound of cogging? “Hunt-
and-peck” servo weirdness? I’d never 
heard that stuff before, and I was surely 
not experiencing it now. High frequen-
cies were clear and clean, emerging 
from tangibly empty space. 

More important, what most 
audiophiles fail to realize is that with 
some belt-drive ’tables, you’ll hear 
distortions caused by dynamic stylus 
drag—especially in the most highly 
modulated regions of a record’s groove. 
High-torque, direct-drive ’tables like 
the 1200 solve that problem com-
pletely. The SME M2-9 with Sound-
smith Carmen traced and scaled the 

the Technics SL-1200 was easy and 
educational; I noticed right away just 
how heavy-duty and professional-
strength this machine really is. Because 
of the bulky nature of the underside of 
SME arms, some drilling and sawing 
was involved, but I found countless 
YouTube videos to hold my hand and 
answer every question.

Installing the M2-9 arm was good 
gearhead fun, but listening to the re-
sults of my efforts was one of the high 
points of my Stereophile cub-reporter 
life. The first cartridge I installed was 
the Soundsmith Carmen ($700). It 
purred and sang. Think smooth and 

Clockwise: SME M2-9 tonearm with stainless-steel 

armtube and magnesium headshell; underside of 

SL1200 Mk.2 showing underside of new armboard 

drilled for Abis SA 1.2; SL1200 with platter 

removed – showing Abis arm base 

mounting template with 

spacer and pin.
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engage in mad debates about turn-
tables, cartridges, and tonearms. (It 
was Holmes who turned me on to the 
shocking virtues of Shure “wide-body” 
cartridges like the M-35 X and the 
V-15 Type III.)

I have used the 755gm SA-1.2 on 
my Thorens TD 124 for almost a year 
now. During that time, it allowed my 
Zu Denon DL-103, Shure M-35 X, 
and Ortofon CG 25 Di cartridges to 
sound more refined and elegant. It 
replaced dynamic overstatement with 
dramatic understatement. It showed 
me that each of these cartridges is 
more sophisticated than I had imag-
ined. It did this, I presume, by improv-
ing tracking and keeping the stylus in 
its proper place in the groove (think 
bias, azimuth, SRA). The Abis arm 
seemed to drag every stylus through 
the groove in a more easy-sliding, bal-
anced, and continuous fashion, thereby 
reducing groove noise and grain, and 
excavating new heaps of micro-infor-
mation. It turned the Denon DL-103 
from a highly enjoyable but slightly 
brusque and generalized cartridge into 
a slick, smirking sophisticate: “Hello, 
my name is Bond—James Bond.”

Unlike the SME M2-9, the Abis 
SA-1.2 required almost no cutting or 
drilling of the SL-1200’s underside. 
The completed installation gave me 
a fully made-in-Japan, Zen temple 
idol—which immediately elevated my 
status among the Smoky Basement 
monks. I used it first with the Shure 
M-35 X cartridge. This combination 
of arm, ’table, and cartridge is surely 
wayward—I know that. Nevertheless, 
I have an open mind, and somehow it 
was on my path to try this.

I played some 7" 45rpm singles: 
the Kinks’ “A Well Respected Man” 
(Reprise 0402), the Rolling Stones’ 
“As Tears Go By” (London 45 LON 
9008), Ace Cannon’s “Alley Cat” 
(Hi 45-2148). Each sounded solid, 

extrapolation from and refinement 
of Dynavector’s classic DV-505 and 
DV-707 arms. The Abis folks have 
taken away all the more questionable 
features of the DV-707, such as the 
eddy-current damper and the mov-
able sub-arm, and boiled it down to an 
extremely effective high-mass design. 
Unlike most other tonearms, which 
have a continuous armtube, the Abis 
SA-1.2’s arm wand comprises several 
separate milled-aluminum pieces, in a 
design intended to reduce and disperse 
arm resonances. The SA-1.2’s wide 
cross section adds rigidity, and that 
rigidity may even reduce colorations 
with mono cartridges. 

I was told that the SA-1.2 had been 
engineered especially for use with 
classic low-compliance cartridges like 
the Ortofon SPUs, the EMTs, the 
Neumann DSTs, the Denon DL-
103 and DL-102, and—surprise!—the 
variable-reluctance G.E. VR, VR II, 
and RPX-046 from the 1960s. This is 
the kind of tonearm I’ve always wished 
for. I didn’t know about the Abis until 
I read Art Dudley’s review of it in his 
March 2014 “Listening” column3 and 
learned that the Japanese export com-
pany Sibatech had commissioned it. 
Sibatech’s president, M. Shibazaki, is an 
old and beloved friend from my days 
as the American distributor of Audio 
Note Japan (now Kondo).

A 9.4" tonearm with high effective 
mass is a rare bird, and it immediately 
grabbed my attention. Unlike most of 
my audio peers, I prefer 9" (approxi-
mately) tonearms with all of my car-
tridges. I believe that, across the board, 
9" arms reproduce the full dynamic life 
of music recorded on vinyl better than 
do 12" arms. Theoretically, a longer 
arm reduces tracing distortion, but us-
ing a longer arm just to add mass for a 
low-compliance cartridge seems like a 
poor audiophile decision.

When I contacted Abis’s Ameri-
can importer, Phillip Holmes, aka 
Mockingbird Distribution, we became 
instant friends. We now constantly 

Think about it: $500 will buy 
anyone a slick, clean, good-working 
used SL-1200 Mk.2; allocate $100 
for the armboard, $1099 for a brand-
new SME M2-9 arm, and $700 for a 
Soundsmith Carmen cartridge, and the 
total is still under $2500 for a record 
player that this humble peasant thinks 
will let you dance the tarantella with 
the prettiest damsels in the audiophile 
garden.

The Master Speaks

When it comes to record players and 
their mechanical intricacies, I believe in 
the words of Taoist Master Mike Trei: 
“The job of the cartridge is to measure 
the groove. To do this with accuracy, 
you must have a mechanically rigid 
loop from the cartridge, through the 
tonearm and turntable structure, to the 
record. Imagine trying to use a tape 
measure with a stretchy elastic section 
in the middle to measure things. If you 
look at Rega turntables, they found 
that by putting a stiff steel brace be-
tween the platter bearing and the base 
of the tonearm, there was a significant 
improvement in information retrieval 
from the record.”

To me, the original Technics SL-
1200 tonearm was the “stretchy elastic” 
that sabotaged the stylus’s efforts at 
“measuring” the groove. At its price—
as part of a reasonably priced player—
the stock Technics arm is very good, 
but not even close to the upmarket 
Technics EPA-100 arm it was modeled 
on. It does liveliness well, but mostly 
when partnered with DJ cartridges 
that overstate dynamics; with non-DJ, 
audiophile-approved Shure cartridges 
such as the V-15 Type III or V-15 
Type V, it sounds kind of sleepy and 
lifeless. I attribute the stock arm’s 
dullness to wiring, material construc-
tion, and bearing quality. Often, the 
stock 1200 arm let me hear what I call 
“groove noise”—a kind of low-level, 
buzzy, chattering sound that usually 
(on better arms) goes away when I 
get the SRA precisely dialed in. The 
SL-1200’s stock arm doesn’t steer low-
compliance cartridges (eg, the Denon 
DL-103) as well as it should, and it 
never seems able to properly position 
the rock in the slot, or keep it there—
especially with exotic line-contact 
stylus profiles at lower vertical tracking 
forces (VTFs).

ABIS SA-1.2 TONEARM

The new Abis SA-1.2 tonearm ($1775), 
made in Japan, appears to be an 

3 See www.stereophile.com/content/listening-135. 
AD’s comments on the SA1.2 can be found at www.
stereophile.com/content/listening-135-abis-sa-12.

The Abis SA-1 tonearm, 

on which the SA-1.2 is 

based.
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in my champagne, and that is what the 
Jasmine Turtle served me. At $699, it 
delivered a giant portion of what those 
cartridges I can’t afford might give me. 
I’m very happy I found what I was 
looking for. German Jasmine said that 
“the blue and white teacup” made her 
want to dance, make love, and “smoke 
i di ganja all night long.” n

recover massive information with-
out smearing or generalizing. Dur-
ing this struggle, the Turtle sounded 
mostly bright, hard, and occasionally 
downright annoying. Mike Trei said 
he could hear the porcelain body. I 
thought I could, too. Laughing, we de-
scribed what we heard as “the teacup 
coloration.” I would move the tonearm 
pillar, say, 0.5mm, and it would switch 
from bright and brittle to fuzzy and 
grungy. I felt incompetent. I think the 
main causes of my difficulties were 
character flaws and my lack of a USB 
microscope. Then, one day, unexpect-
edly, the little China-blue beauty came 
together and settled down, like a good 
dog after a long walk: peace, quiet, and 
pure LSD detail. The Technics SL-
1200 front end was suddenly making 
big, pristine, hyperclear, supersaturated 
images, and a soundstage that felt like 
the Matrix revealed. I had definitely 
discovered something.

Ever since the line-contact Gei-
ger and Shibata styli appeared on 
the scene, I have been in awe of the 
amount of high-frequency informa-
tion these boat-rudder diamonds can 
recover: They steer me deep and wide 
into the beauty of my black grooves. 
With its Geiger FG2 profile, the Jas-
mine Turtle sounds anything but slow, 
and it can carve out a recording venue 
better than any cartridge I’ve owned. 
Yamaguchi’s shakuhachi was tangibly 
present: I could feel the room he was 
playing in, and my mind was far away, 
in the Floating World. I had found a 
new Jasmine to smile about.

At 14.5gm, the Jasmine Turtle is 
heavy, and it needed a heavier-than-
standard counterweight with every 
tonearm I tried; fortunately, the Abis 
comes with a perfect auxiliary weight 
that attaches snugly to the rear of 
the armtube, behind the bearings. 
The Turtle’s stylus is at the end of an 
aluminum cantilever, and the cartridge 
has an internal resistance of 24 ohms 
and outputs 0.6mV at 5cm/s. Did I 
mention that it reproduces hyperdetail 
without sounding etched or unnatu-
ral? I love the Denon DL-103’s body, 
pace, tone, and energy—it can pump 
music into a room with the best rock-
draggers of all times. Unfortunately, 
I’m often bothered by what I perceive 
to be its conical-stylus generalizations 
of minute distinctions. The Jasmine 
Turtle is my newly discovered, highly 
effective antidote: It presented me with 
all the information I’d been missing.

You see, I prefer extremely tiny bubbles 

quiet, and authentically toned in a way 
that reminded me of the Miyajima 
cartridges I wish for but can’t afford to 
keep. “Alley Cat” caused me to walk 
back and forth, bobbing my head in a 
very silly way. Solo piano was joyously 
clangy and honky-tonk. Mick Jagger 
sounded extremely young in “As Tears 
Go By.” Why? Simply because the air 
between him and the microphone had 
become more clear. While playing the 
Kinks, I decided to get more wayward, 
and called German Jasmine (the gar-
den nymph) to invite her over to hear 
more records her father liked. Sadly, 
she couldn’t come. She was spending 
the night with her boyfriend.

JASMINE TURTLE

Then I remembered my other sexy 
Jasmine: the made-in-China Jasmine 
Audio Turtle moving-coil cartridge 
with the Fritz Geiger FG2 line-contact 
stylus and the most beautiful body—of 
blue and white porcelain—I have ever 
laid eyes on ($799). The Turtle was on 
my workbench, mounted in an Abis 
SA-1.2 headshell and ready to play; 

all I had to do was to swap-in that 
headshell and set the VTF. In less than 
15 minutes I’d installed the Turtle, lit 
some temple incense, and was travel-
ing back in time to A Bell Ringing in 
the Empty Sky—an album of traditional 
music played by Goro Yamaguchi on 
the shakuhachi, a Japanese wooden 
flute (LP, Nonesuch H-72025). I never 
needed a full orchestra or a pipe organ 
in a cathedral to recognize the virtues 
of the Jasmine Turtle. Even before it 
was broken in—which took at least 
150 hours—it revealed a very appealing 
precision. The sound of Yamaguchi’s 
bamboo flute (of Chinese origin) felt 
to me as if it was expressing the whole 
of timeless nature. Its energy projected 
tangibly throughout my small room.

The Geiger stylus is very persnick-
ety to set up, but I persisted in trying. 
I knew that if I got it right, it would 
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(see above)
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PO Box 2922

Plainfield, NJ 07062
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West Sussex BN44 3GY
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Web: www.sme-audio.com

US distributor: 
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Web: www.acousticsounds.com
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SME Tonearms

4 Pinehurst Lane

Minesing, Ontario L0L 1Y2

Canada

Tel: (705) 737-6773

Fax (705) 737-6774

Web: www.smetonearms.com
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THE COMPONENTS LISTED HERE HAVE BEEN FORMALLY REVIEWED IN 

Stereophile and have been found to be among the best available in each of four or 
five quality classes. Whether a component is listed in Class A or Class E, we highly 
recommend its purchase. 

Each listing—in alphabetical order within classes—is followed by a brief description 
of the product’s sonic characteristics and a code indicating the Stereophile Volume and 
Issue in which that product’s report appeared. Thus the May 2015 issue is indicated as 
“Vol.38 No.5.”

Some products listed have not yet been reported on; these are marked (NR), for “Not 
Reviewed.” We recommend that you read any product’s entire review before seriously 
contemplating a purchase (products without reviews should therefore be treated with 
more caution)—many salient characteristics, peculiarities, and caveats appear in the 
reviews, but not here. To obtain back issues of the magazine, visit our website: www.
stereophile.com. We regret that we cannot supply photocopies or e-mail copies of 
individual reviews. All full reviews are reprinted in our website “Archives” section: these 
are marked “WWW.” More are added each week, so check the on-line listing. 
In general, components do not remain listed for more than three years unless at 
least one of the magazine’s writers and editors has had continued experience with 
them. Discontinuation of a model also precludes its appearance. In addition, though 
professional components—recorders, amplifiers, monitor speaker systems—can 

be obtained secondhand and can 
sometimes offer performance that 
would otherwise guarantee inclusion, 
we do not generally do so. Stereophile’s 
“Recommended Components” listing 
is almost exclusively concerned with 
products currently available in the US 
through the usual hi-fi retail outlets.

HOW RECOMMENDATIONS  

ARE DETERMINED 

The ratings given components included 
in this listing are based entirely 
on performance—ie, accuracy of 
reproduction—and are biased to an 
extent by our feeling that things added to 
reproduced sound (eg, jitter, distortion, 
colorations of various kinds) are of 
more concern to the musically oriented 
listener than are things subtracted from 
the sound (eg, deep bass or extreme 
treble). On the other hand, components 
markedly deficient in one or more 
respects are downrated to the extent that 
their deficiencies interfere with the full 
realization of the program material. 
We try to include in “Recommended 
Components” every product that we 
have found to be truly excellent or that 
we feel represents good value for money. 
Bear in mind that many different tastes 
are represented. The listing is compiled 
after consultation with Stereophile’s 
reviewing staff and editors, and takes 
into account continued experience of a 
product after the formal review has been 
published. In particular, we take account 
of unreliability and defects that show up 
after extended auditioning. The fact that a 
product received a favorable review cannot 
therefore be regarded as a guarantee that 
it will continue to appear in this listing. 

The prices indicated are those current 
at the time the listing was compiled (Janu-
ary 2016). We cannot guarantee that any 
of these prices will be the same by the time 
this issue of Stereophile appears in print. 

There is a near-universal consensus 
that at some point in the upward climb of 
component prices, severely diminishing 
returns (performance versus price) set in. 
However, there is no agreement as to the 
exact price level at which that takes place. 
Where we have found a product to perform 
much better than might be expected from 
its price, we have drawn attention to it with 
a $$$ next to its listing. We also indicate, 
with a ★, products that have been on this 
list in one incarnation or another since the 
“Recommended Components” listing in 
Vol.36 No.4 (April 2013). Longevity in a hi-fi 
component is rare enough that we think it 
worth noting (although it can also indicate 
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made, we endeavor to give reasons (there 
are always reasons). But remember: Dele-
tion of a component from this list does not 
invalidate a buying decision you have made. 

Individual reviewers mentioned by their 
initials are: John Atkinson, Jim Austin, Paul 
Bolin, Lonnie Brownell, Martin Colloms, 
Brian Damkroger, Robert Deutsch, Art  
Dudley, Michael Fremer, Larry Greenhill, 
Jon Iverson, Fred Kaplan, Michael Lavor-
gna, Erick Lichte, John Marks, Stephen  
Mejias, Paul Messenger, Ken Micallef, 
Thomas J. Norton, Wes Phillips, Herb 
Reichert, Bob J. Reina, Kalman Rubinson, 
Markus Sauer, Jonathan Scull (J-10),  
Chip Stern, and Sam Tellig.

TURNTABLES

Editor’s Note: We strongly recommend those interested 
in LP playback visit our sister website, www.AnalogPlanet.
com, which is edited by Michael Fremer.

A+

TECHDAS AIR FORCE ONE: $105,000 PLUS 

TONEARM ★

A visually stunning technological tour de force,” the 174-
lb Air Force One has a three-layer-damped aluminum 
chassis, a forge-processed stainless-steel platter, and 
a massive AC synchronous motor controlled by an out-
board dual-50W amplifier. The platter uses an air bear-
ing; LPs are held to the platter with vacuum suction. The 
review sample was equipped with a Graham Engineering 
Phantom II Supreme tonearm. Though it didn’t sound as 
smooth as the Continuum Caliburn or the Onedof One 
Degree of Freedom, the Air Force One was sensational in 
terms of harmonics, space, texture, and microdynamics, 
said Mikey. “The TechDAS Air Force One was a sonic mas-
terpiece,” he concluded. (Vol.36 No.4, Vol.39 No.4)
VPI CLASSIC DIRECT TURNTABLE: $30,000 

INCLUDING TONEARM

A brand-new, US-made direct-drive turntable—in the 21st

Century? Believe it. For VPI’s Classic Direct, designer 
Harry Weisfeld selected a $4000 (his cost) Thin Gap 
motor, servo-controlled by a custom-designed active-
feedback loop, which he combined with an 18-lb platter 
machined from a single billet of aluminum. The platter 
and drive system (combined weight: 27 lbs) are snugged 
into an aluminum-and-MDF plinth measuring 23.5" wide 
by 17.5" deep. To this, Weisfeld has mated a version of his 
tried-and-true JMW unipivot tonearm updated in both 
mechanical design and materials choice, this one a seam-
less resin creation whose existence would not have been 
possible even five years ago. Referring to his longtime 
reference ‘table-arm combination, MF observed that “the 
Classic Direct with its JMW Memorial 3D-printed 12" tone-
arm comes as close to the [Continuum] Caliburn’s sound 
as has any turntable, and for less than one-fifth the price.” 
Quibbles: MF wondered if even greater performance could 
be had with a more sophisticated plinth, and lacked en-
thusiasm for the model’s peripheral platter clamp. (Vol.37 
Nos. 5 & 6 WWW)

A

AMG VIELLA 12: $17,500 AS REVIEWED

Made in Germany, the Viella 12 is a belt-drive turntable 
with an ellipsoidal plinth of aircraft-grade aluminum; a 
two-piece black-anodized aluminum platter; a two-pulse, 
low-speed, 24V DC motor, acoustically decoupled from 
the plinth by five mounts of rubber and metal; and a 12" 
tonearm with a unique, dual-pivot, vertical bearing sys-
tem. Setup was simple. Used with a Lyra Atlas cartridge, 
the Viella 12 produced a rich, detailed midrange; nimble, 
well-controlled bass; and smooth, clean highs, said MF. 
“An incredible value,” he decided. Reviewed with AMG 
12J2 12" tonearm and Cherry wood skirt. Add $500 for 
piano black lacquer skirt. Price without skirt is $15,000. 
(Vol.36 No.8) 
AYRE/DPS: $9250 WITHOUT TONEARM ★

In Willi Bauer’s handsome dps, an aluminum plinth houses 
three shallow PVC cups, filled with elastomer buttons, 
that act as supporting springs for the rest of the turntable. 
The body is a laminate of six separate sheets: two layers 
of lossy damping material sandwiched by three sheets of 
Baltic birch plywood and topped with a layer of cork; the 
platter is acrylic. Bauer prevents energy storage by com-
bining a resistive bearing with a high-torque AC synchro-
nous motor, this powered by a three-phase power supply 
custom-made by Ayre Acoustics. Though it lacked the 
bottom-end heft of AD’s Thorens TD-124, the dps showed 
unsurpassed pitch stability and revelatory soundstaging 
abilities. “A striking, innovative success,” Art enthused. 
dps tonearm adds $3500. (Vol.33 No.4 WWW) 
BRINKMANN BALANCE: $22,000 ★

The ready-to-play Brinkmann Balance is a plinthless ‘ta-

that the attention of design engineers 
has moved elsewhere). We have a special 
issue available for purchase Stereophile 
Recommended Components Collector’s Is-
sue, which lists every component we have 
recommended since 2003. This 180-page 
anthology costs $7.99 and you can find it 
at http://store-badz031c.mybigcommerce.
com/audiophile-essentials-package/, 
where we offering a special deal if you buy 
it with one or more of our Test CDs. 

We are not sympathetic toward letters 
complaining that the Symphonic Bombast 
A-123 that we recommended heartily two 
years ago no longer makes it into “Recom-
mended Components.” Where deletions are 

HOW TO USE THE LISTINGS

The classes each cover a wide range of performance. Carefully read our 

descriptions here, the original reviews, and (heaven forbid) reviews in other 

magazines to put together a short list of components to choose from. Evaluate 

your room, your source material and front-end(s), your speakers, and your 

tastes. With luck, you may come up with a selection to audition at your favorite 

dealer(s). “Recommended Components” will not tell you what to buy any 

more than Consumer Reports would presume to tell you whom to marry! 

CLASS A

Best attainable sound for a 

component of its kind, almost without 

practical considerations; “the least 

musical compromise.” A Class A 

system is one for which you don’t 

have to make a leap of faith to believe 

that you’re hearing the real thing. With 

Super Audio CD, DVD-Audio, and Hi-

Rez PCM and DSD files now available, 

we have created a new Class, A+, for 

the best performance in those digital 

categories. Class A now represents 

the best that can be obtained from 

the conventional 16/44.1 CD medium. 

We also created Class A+ categories 

for turntables and phono preamps.

CLASS B 

The next best thing to the very 

best sound reproduction; Class B 

components generally cost less than 

those in Class A, but most Class B 

components are still quite expensive. 

CLASS C

Somewhat lower-fi sound, but far 

more musically natural than average 

home-component high fidelity; 

products in this class are of high 

quality but still affordable. 

CLASS D

Satisfying musical sound, but 

these components are either of 

significantly lower fidelity than the 

best available, or exhibit major 

compromises in performance—

limited dynamic range, for example. 

Bear in mind that appearance 

in Class D still means that we 

recommend this product—it’s 

possible to put together a musically 

satisfying system exclusively from 

Class D components. 

CLASS E 

Applying to “Loudspeakers,” these are 

entry-level products. 

CLASS K 

“Keep your eye on this product.” 

Class K is for components that 

we have not reviewed (or have not 

finished testing), but that we have 

reason to believe may be excellent 

performers. We are not actually 

recommending these components, 

only suggesting you give them a 

listen. Though the report has yet to 

be published in certain cases, the 

reviewer and editor sometimes feel 

confident enough that the reviewer’s 

opinion is sufficiently well formed 

to include what otherwise would be 

an entry in one of the other classes, 

marked (NR).
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Mk.VI Second Generation entertained me and fulfilled me 
in a way that most things don’t.” Oracle-SME tonearm 
costs $6420. (Vol.33 No.3, Vol.39 No.2 WWW) 
PALMER 2.5: $8990 IN BALTIC BIRCH WITHOUT 

TONEARM

As with the designs of the late Tom Fletcher, of Notting-
ham Analogue, the British-built Palmer Audio 2.5 mates 
a massive (21 lbs) aluminum-alloy platter with an AC 
motor so tiny and low in torque that merely pushing the 
On/Off button on its outboard power supply won’t set 
the platter spinning: The user must start it by hand. A 
hefty platter bearing and a similarly hefty, cantilevered, 
rotatable arm-mount complete the picture. Installation, 
though not too daunting, is not helped by disappoint-
ing documentation. Used with the Audio Origami PU7 
tonearm, with which one often sees it paired, the Palmer 
Audio 2.5 impressed MF with its “attractive, velvety mid-
band,” “black backgrounds,” and “serenity and smooth 
musical flow.” Especially where the PU7 is the intended 
partner, prospective owners are urged by MF to consider 
cartridges that, in other settings, might be considered on 
the lean side of neutral. Note that a special version of the 
2.5, the Palmer Audio 2.5-12, is available for use with 12" 
tonearms. (Vol.37 No.11) 
PEAR AUDIO BLUE KID THOMAS: $7995 WITH 

CORNET 2 TONEARM

From Pear Audio Analogue’s Blue line of products comes 
the Slovenian-made Kid Thomas turntable, with its chunky 
wooden plinth, massive platter, and very low-torque DC 
motor: characteristics that betray no small influence from 
the products of the late Tom Fletcher, founder of Notting-
ham Analogue. (Those qualities also put the Kid Thomas 
in the same file folder as the Palmer 2.5, although Pear 
Audio has the distinction of having received Fletcher’s di-
rect input and guidance.) Variations on the theme include: 
the Kid Thomas’s double-layer plinth; thick, elastic damp-
ing rings on the platter’s outer edge; and the user’s ability 
(for an additional $1995) to upgrade from the standard 
wall wart to an external power supply made by Martin Bas-
tin, a specialist in same. Fitted with Pear Audio’s Cornet 
2 tonearm, the Kid Thomas exhibited “a rich, expansive 
midrange and a smooth, neutral tonal balance,” according 
to MF. “[E]ven if a bit overprominent, that midrange was 
something special, with black backgrounds and tape-like 
musical flow and drive.” (Vol.38 No.1 WWW) 
SME 20/12A (INCLUDES 312S TONEARM):

$18,599; SME 20/12 (NO TONEARM): $15,599 ★

Among the best-built turntables in the world,” the SME 
20/12 is a tank-like machine weighing more than 75 lbs. 
It has an oversized 14.3-lb platter, and a 17.6-lb aluminum-
alloy subchassis secured by ten O-rings for each of four 
suspension towers and will take 12" arms. Its three-phase, 
eight-pole motor uses an electronic controller to achieve 
precise speeds of 33.3, 45, and 78rpm. Though it lacked 
the bottom-end weight and macrodynamic range of even 
more expensive turntables, and had a slightly dry, ana-
lytical sound, the SME offered a very low noise floor and 
stable image specificity, said MF. Price without tonearm is 
$15,599. (Vol.32 No.5 WWW) 
SME MODEL 15: $7399

Like their previous “budget” turntable, the Model 10, 
SME’s Model 15 cuts corners—literally, as it’s built on a 
circular plinth. The key difference is that the Model 15 is 
also built with a circular subchassis, making it the most 
affordable SME turntable to use the brand’s trademark 
suspension system. The model 15’s 10-lb platter has 
the same diamond-turned record-support surface as 
the costlier SMEs, and the microprocessor-based out-
board controller for its Hall-effect motor is fine-tunable 
for speed—and provides 78rpm, for shellacophiles. Our 
review sample of the Model 15 was bundled with SME’s 
309 SPD tonearm—the $9299 package is called the SME 
Model 15A—and it impressed MF as “a canny distillation of 
the company’s core values of manufacturing and sound.” 
Noting the brand’s reputation for “somewhat overdamped 
and thick” sound, MF observed that, while the combo 
“wasn’t the last word in bottom-end extension and grip, 
its bass performance was nimbler, and its top end airier” 
than with costlier SME turntables. He concluded: “I rate 

ble with an attractive, low-profile base available in a vari-
ety of sizes and configured for specified tonearm masses. 
Its high-tech feet are designed to effectively isolate the 
supporting base from horizontally and vertically induced 
vibrations, and its platter’s speed can run at precisely 
33.3 and 45rpm. Combined “deep, tight, articulate” bass 
performance with “the lightest, airiest, purest” sound-
stages to breathe new life into MF’s favorite LPs, adding 
“greater holography of imaging but without etch.” Recent 
upgrades include a new motor and new power-supply 
electronics. Adding Brinkmann’s optional RöNt tubed 
power supply ($4300) produced cleaner, better-articu-
lated mid- and high-frequency transients, said MF. “The 
Brinkmann Balance remains one of a handful of the finest 
turntables being made today.” Brinkmann 12.1 tonearm 
adds $7500, Brinkmann EMT-ti cartridge adds $4300. 
(Vol.28 No.5; Vol.35 No.4 WWW) 
BRINKMANN SPYDER: $12,000 AND UP  

WITHOUT TONEARM

Offered as a replacement for Brinkmann’s previous next-
to-best turntable, the La Grange, the company’s Spyder 
is a belt-drive turntable with a somewhat modular design, 
built around a small aluminum stand that holds the same 
heated platter bearing used in Brinkmann’s top model, 
the Balance. The stand can accommodate up to four of 
the Spyder’s massive aluminum tonearm bases (one 
base is included; extras are $3000 each), and a similarly 
massive outboard pod contains Brinkmann’s own AC mo-
tor, the Sinus. A solid-state power supply for the motor 
comes standard; a tubed supply, the RöNt II, is a $4300 
option. Partnered with Brinkmann’s new 12.1 tonearm, the 
“slightly warm”–sounding Brinkmann Spyder lacked the 
very last word in weight and drive, but impressed MF with 
its “authoritative dynamics, an especially strong sense 
of musical flow, and backgrounds so ‘black’ that I often 
thought I’d selected the wrong input when . . . I unmuted 
the preamp.” MF concluded that the combination of “inno-
vative, flexible, upgradable design, quality manufacturing, 
careful attention to small but important details—and out-
standing sound—make the Brinkmann Spyder with 12.1 
tonearm easy to recommend.” (Vol.38 No.5) 
BRINKMANN BARDO: $7000 WITHOUT  

TONEARM ★

The Bardo is a direct-drive, suspensionless turntable 
with an eight-pole, speed-controlled motor. It has a vinyl 
platter mat, a polished granite base, and the superbly 
designed and machined spindle and bearing used in 
Brinkmann’s more expensive Oasis, La Grange, and Bal-
ance models. Fit’n’finish were outstanding, and setup was 
quick and simple. Though it lacked the rich, deep bass 
of Brinkmann’s more expensive ‘tables, the Bardo “pro-
duced superbly well-organized sound with clean, sharp at-
tacks, reasonably strong sustain, and pronounced decay, 
all against a jet-black backdrop,” said Mikey. Precision-
ground crystal platter mat and screw-down record clamp 
now included in price; optional Balance power supply 
adds $1490. (Vol.34 No.5 WWW) 
DR. FEICKERT ANALOGUE FIREBIRD: $12,500

While it isn’t the first commercial turntable with a three-
motor drive system—that would be the original Voyd, 
of 1987—the Feickert Firebird is probably the first such 
product whose motors are synchronized by means of a 
custom phase-locked loop (PLL) feedback circuit. Nor 
is that the Firebird’s only claim to fame: Dr. Christian 
Feickert’s top-of-the-line turntable also boasts a newly 
redesigned inverted platter bearing, a 13-lb platter made 
of polyoxymethylene (aka POM, and said to have charac-
teristics similar to those of vinyl itself) embedded with 
eight solid-brass damping cylinders, and provisions for 
two tonearms up to 12" in length. Reviewed by MF with his 
own 11" Kuzma 4Point tonearm, the Firebird provided “a 
sensation of gliding smoothness and a sophistication of 
leading-edge transients. It avoided rough, hard edges as 
well as oversmoothed transients, but it definitely leaned 
toward the latter.” His conclusion: “I greatly enjoyed my 
months of listening with it.” (Vol.39 No.3) 
LINN SONDEK LP12: $4320–$22,390 ★

The Linn Sondek LP12 has, since 1972, literally grown into 
its role as one of the most popular high-end turntables: 

Linn has devised and offered for their belt-drive, suspend-
ed-subchassis flagship all manner of upgrades, ranging in 
complexity from improved fasteners to entirely new mo-
tors, power supplies, and subchassis systems; commend-
ably, all have been retrofittable. Some standouts: The 
Lingo power-supply mod of 1990 minimizes the LP12’s 
propensity toward a slightly fat midbass and subjectively 
“adds an octave of low-bass extension,” according to JA—
who, despite flirtations with other decks, remains true to 
the basic design he has used now for almost four decades. 
The Keel one-piece subchassis, tonearm board, and Linn-
specific tonearm mounting collar of 2006 makes “an 
unambiguous improvement in the LP12’s performance,” 
according to AD, with sound “both bigger and richer [in 
detail].” And, in 2011, AD installed the Linn Radikal mod—
a DC motor with an outboard switch-mode power supply 
and control unit—and said that it adds “more force, more 
momentum, and a little more sheer grip on the notes.” 
These and other upgrades remain available individually, 
but LP12 pricing appears, at present, limited to complete 
turntable-tonearm-cartridge packages. The least expen-
sive of those—the Majik LP12—fits the ‘table with the 
standard subchassis, wood-composite armboard, and AC 
synchronous motor, and adds the onboard Majik LP12 sin-
gle-speed power supply, a push-on 45Rpm adapter hub 
for the motor pulley, a Pro-Ject 9cc tonearm, and a Linn 
Adikt moving-magnet cartridge, for $4320. Although we 
have auditioned many of Linn’s current upgrades, we have 
not done so in the combinations offered in that and other 
packages, and at least one LP12-specific product—the 
mid-level Kore subchassis/armboard—has not yet been 
submitted for review. That said, our experience leads us 
to expect high Class-B performance—superbly low mea-
sured rumble, excellent speed stability, and very good 
musical involvement—from an entry-level LP12, while pre-
vious incarnations of the full-monty LP12 have delivered 
true Class-A sound. (Vol.7 No.2, Vol.13 No.3, Vol.14 No.1, 
Vol.16 No.12, Vol.17 No.5, Vol.19 No.2, Vol.26 No.11, Vol.28 
No.2, Vol.30 No.10, Vol.34 No.6 WWW) 
ONEDOF TURNTABLE: $200,000 AS REVIEWED ★

The audacious Onedof (One Degree of Freedom) turn-
table comprises three towers, one each for the motor, the 
tonearm, and the massive platter bearing, the last also 
serving as the platter’s pedestal. The self-centering bear-
ing system has no points of solid contact and generates 
virtually no heat. To ensure that an LP rests flatly against 
the platter, the Onedof employs a massive central weight 
and a gold-plated platter ring. Compared to Mikey’s Con-
tinuum Caliburn, the Onedof sounded smoother, silkier, 
and less mechanical, but lacked dynamic expression, 
transparency, and impact, which keeps it from Class A+. 
“I’d take a new Rega RP6 for roughly 1/100th the price,” 
snorts ST. Sold factory direct to order only. (Vol.35 No.7) 
ORACLE DELPHI MK.VI SECOND GENERATION:

$7850 WITHOUT TONEARM

In 2010, MF described the Oracle Delphi—which had just 
made the leap to Mk.VI status—as being “among the best-
looking turntables ever made.” The Delphi’s aluminum 
subchassis had been made thicker and heavier for im-
proved resonance control, and its spindle-bearing screws 
had been improved for greater accuracy and tighter toler-
ances. In addition, the Delphi Mk.VI featured a Micro Vibra-
tion spring-suspended subchassis claimed to offset any 
lateral and/or vertical microdisplacements while isolating 
the turntable from footfalls. Matched with the Lyra Helikon 
SL phono cartridge, the Delphi produced fast transients, a 
supple midrange, and deep, focused bass. “A formidable 
contender in and well beyond its price class,” said MF. In 
2015, Oracle took the Mk.VI Delphi to Second Generation 
status, occasioned by improved onboard drive electronics 
(for higher motor torque), a vibration-damping urethane 
sleeve for the platter bearing, a two-piece platter, and im-
provements in its optional Turbo power supply. (The Turbo 
adds $800 to the price, or can be separately purchased 
for $1150.) AD found the latest Delphi to be a fine all-
arounder, with good timing and momentum, if not quite 
the same level of drive as experienced with idler-drive 
players: “I won’t be leaving my [Garrard 301 or Thorens 
TD 124] by the curb any time soon, but the Oracle Delphi 
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ACOUSTIC SIGNATURE WOW XL: $2295

Described by HR as “the lowest-priced high-quality 
turntable I know of that can be purchased with a blank 
armboard,” the Acoustic Signature WOW XL is built on a 
beveled MDF plinth to which is bonded a 7/16"-thick alumi-
num top plate. The XL’s 14-lb aluminum platter is damped 
on its underside with a lossy material and is belt-driven 
by an AC synchronous motor; at the center of it all is a 
version of AS’s Tidorfolon-bottomed bearing that uses a 
rounded-off spindle instead of a captured ball. Used with 
a 9" Acoustic Signature TA-1000 tonearm (see below), the 
WOW XL impressed HR by playing “every recording I chose 
with balanced force, vivid color, and suave precision.” He 
added that, although the WOW XL lacked the strong bass 
and rhythmic aplomb of other turntables, its “perfect ac-
curacy of speed showcased the finer complexities of Bach 
and Bartók.” (Vol.39 No.2 WWW) 
CLEARAUDIO OVATION: $6500 WITH TONEARM

Using technology found in Clearaudio’s more expensive 
Innovation series, the elegant-looking, belt-driven, three-
speed Ovation measures 16.5" W by 6" H by 14" D and 
weighs 34 lbs. It uses a decoupled DC motor and has a 
resonance optimized chassis of Panzerholz and machined 
aluminum, a 1.5"-thick polyoxymethylene platter, and 
self-adjusting speed control. More nuanced and resolv-
ing than Clearaudio’s entry-level Concept, the Ovation 
had a smooth, cohesive, and organic overall sound that 
combined sweet highs, a warm midrange, and taut bass, 
said EL. Compared to EL’s Bel Canto digital front-end, the 
Ovation offered greater midbass body, but lacked some 
image depth and bass extension. Price without tonearm 
is $5000. (Vol.35 No.10 WWW) 
LUXMAN PD-171: $6400 WITH TONEARM

The retro-styled PD-171 is a two-speed, belt-driven turn-
table with an AC synchronous motor and a 9", S-shaped 
tonearm made by Jelco. Central to the turntable, and 
largely responsible for its 51 lbs, is a 15mm-thick solid-al-
loy top plate that supports an 11-lb platter and sits above a 
plinth made of hardwood and sheet steel. Separating plate 
from plinth is a thin layer of damping material; additional 
vibration control is provided by four adjustable feet. Fine-
tuning controls are provided for both running speeds; 
a slender, columnar LED light pole acts as a cueing aid; 
and a robust, clear-plastic dustcover is included. Setup 
was straightforward. Exceptionally forgiving of poorly re-
corded and very worn LPs, the Luxman sounded slightly 
warm overall, with a sweet top end, rich midrange, and 
reasonably satisfying bass, said AD. (Vol.36 No.11 WWW) 
PEAR AUDIO BLUE KID HOWARD: $4995 WITH 

CORNET 2 TONEARM

Built in Slovenia, the Blue Kid Howard turntable and its 
partnering tonearm, the Cornet 2, were designed by the 
late Tom Fletcher, the influences of whose Nottingham 
Analogue products are very much apparent: At the cen-
ter of the Kid Howard is a substantial aluminum platter, 
belt-driven by a motor of such low torque that the user 
must physically nudge it into motion, while the Cornet 2 
is a captured-unipivot design, most of whose structure 
elements are machined from acetal. Despite offering less 
touch and force than AD’s Garrard 301 turntable, which is 
old enough to collect Social Security checks, the Kid How-
ard impressed him by producing a soundfield that was 
“engagingly, involvingly big,” and by allowing stringed in-
struments in particular to sound beautifully lush: the Kid 
Howard “was like a window opened on a great, rolling field 
of tone and texture,” he wrote. In addition to criticizing the 
“wobbledy-clunk” feel of the Cornet 2 tonearm, AD cau-
tioned that this “ever-so-slightly unbright” combination 
will perform best in systems that are amenable to slightly 
soft trebles. (Vol.38 No.7 WWW) 
PTP AUDIO SOLID12: €2750 PLUS SHIPPING

Made in the Netherlands by Peter Reinders, the Solid12 
has a heavy Corian plinth and uses several reconditioned 
components from original heavy-platter, idler-wheel Len-
cos: motors (along with their suspension cradles and wir-
ing blocks), platters, platter bearings, platter mats, idler 
wheels, and idler-support mechanisms. Setup was simple 
and straightforward. Combined with AD’s Thomas Schick 
tonearm and Ortofon SPU cartridge, the Solid12 delivered 

this combo a complete success.” (Vol.39 No.1) 
SPERLING-AUDIO L-1: $35,950 WITHOUT 

TONEARM

With a total weight of about 110 lbs—the platter alone 
weighs 60 lbs—the unabashedly beefy L-1 turntable from 
Sperling-Audio, of Welver, Germany, is built on a V-shaped 
plinth, both strokes of which contain an armboard incor-
porating a pair of eccentrically arranged circular plates: 
lockable, lavishly calibrated, and adjustable for a wide 
range of spindle-to-tonearm-pivot distances. The plinth is 
layered—aluminum plates alternate with the customer’s 
choice of slate, wood, or two different polymers—and sup-
ports a massive, inverted ball bearing for the aluminum-
alloy platter, the latter driven by a low-voltage DC motor 
and a Mylar-tape belt. The record is supported on the 
massive platter by eight wedge-shaped “exserts” that pre-
vent contact between vinyl and aluminum; MF questioned 
this element of the design, and enlisted various record 
weights and an intermediary record mat as a workaround. 
In addition to praising the L-1’s “exquisite machining and 
plating,” MF described the combination of Sperling-Audio 
turntable and Kuzma 4Point tonearm as offering “solid, 
stable imaging, clean and precise transient response, and 
the dynamic slam and authority managed by only the best 
turntables.” (Vol.38 No.8) 
TECHDAS AIR FORCE TWO: $52,000

The Air Force Two retains most of the design distinctions 
and features of TechDAS’s flagship model, the Air Force 
One ($105,000): air bearing, outboard AC motor, air-
suspension supports, vacuum record hold-down, massive 
plinth and platter. But the last two elements are less mas-
sive than in the One—the Two’s total weight is 103.4 lbs vs 
the One’s 173.8 lbs—and the Two boasts a simpler plinth. 
In his tests, MF found the Air Force Two to offer excellent 
speed stability, immunity to extraneous disturbances, and 
a degree of quietness that “helped deliver generous de-
cays into aural blackness.” MF also praised the Two’s “sen-
sational image stability and solidity,” and its all-around tal-
ent for coaxing him into staying up “way too late” listening 
to records: “I loved the TechDAS Air Force Two. It’s among 
the very finest turntables that I’ve reviewed, at any price.” 
(Vol.38 No.11) 
THALES TTT-COMPACT: $13,200

Designed and built in Switzerland by former watchmaker 
Micha Huber, the elegant TTT-Compact measures ap-
proximately 18" W by 3.5" H by 12" D and hides its belt and 
built-in motor under its 14-lb damped platter. The drive 
system comprises a small-diameter belt driving a grooved 
subplatter positioned very close to the triple-phase DC 
motor. A massive circular tonearm-mounting platform 
with integrated RCA-jack module locks securely to the 
main chassis via six hex-head screws. Setup was simple, 
but required great care to avoid damaging the exposed 
tonearm wires. Partnered with the matching Simplic-
ity tonearm, the TTT-Compact produced a slightly bright 
overall sound, with rock-solid images, ultraclean tran-
sients, a neutral midrange, and rhythmically taut bass, 
said MF. A new version of the partnering tonearm, the 
Simplicity II ($9200), replaces the original’s ruby bear-
ings with microball bearings, and its armtubes are more 
precisely tuned and damped. As MF wrote, “The Simplicity 
II performed flawlessly. Its bearing system was perfectly 
behaved, and seemed frictionless.” MF also observed that 
the brightness of which he’d complained in his first review 
“had disappeared.” (Vol.37 Nos. 1 & 12) 
VPI HRX: $12,000, WITH TONEARM ★

Harry Weisfeld’s efforts to produce the ultimate TNT 
turntable include a plinth of acrylic-aluminum-acrylic 
laminate, an inverted bearing assembly, the addition of 
a perimeter clamping ring, and replacement of the out-
board motor and flywheel with a single unit. Simpler, 
smaller, more luxuriously appointed, and better built 
than the TNT, the HR-X also eliminates the TNT’s perva-
sive warmth and softened dynamic transients, to offer a 
much more neutral overall presentation. BD: “The HR-X 
struck me as a stable, inert, and nearly neutral plat-
form that simply supports a cartridge and lets it do its 
job.” Price includes VPI’s JMW-12.7 tonearm (see “Tone-
arms”). (Vol.29 No.5 WWW) 

VPI CLASSIC SIGNATURE: $6000 WITH  

TONEARM ★

Like earlier Classic models, VPI’s most recent design, 
called the Classic at the time of review, is easy to set 
up, relatively compact (22" W by 10" H by 16" D), and 
uses a motor that has been integrated into its plinth. 
Refinements over earlier models include a more massive, 
better-damped plinth structure, newly designed feet, and 
an 18-lb damped aluminum platter. Though the Classic 3 
wasn’t as quiet as MF’s much more expensive Continuum 
Caliburn and couldn’t match the rich midrange of Dr. Fe-
ickert’s Blackbird, the VPI had a clean, fast, lively sound 
marked by masterful attacks, outstanding microdynam-
ics, and lifelike textures. “One of today’s great values in 
analog audio,” concluded Mikey. “I don’t hear how you can 
go wrong buying one.” Borderline Class A. Price includes 
the new JMW-Classic tonearm. See “Tonearms.” (Vol.34 
No.10 WWW) 
WAVE KINETICS NVS REFERENCE: $45,000 ★

Made in a California factory that specializes in microro-
botics, the NVS Reference is superbly built and has a dra-
matic physical appearance: A large sculpted pod forms a 
central pillar and holds the motor—a custom DC design 
governed by a “laboratory-grade” commercial servo-
controller with an active, ultrasonic feedback loop that 
produces a claimed speed accuracy of 1 part per million. 
Atop the motor is the NVS’s 30-lb platter, which compris-
es three slabs of aluminum interleaved with two slabs of 
a mass-loaded white polymer. The turntable’s platform is 
machined from billets of solid aluminum and includes a 
proprietary vibration-damping material. Compared to the 
Continuum Caliburn, the NVS Reference had similar bass 
extension and control, but offered slightly drier textures, 
muted attacks, and less dimensional images, said MF. “A 
top-shelf turntable that’s easy to recommend,” he con-
cluded. (Vol.35 No.10)

B

ACOUSTIC SIGNATURE TRIPLE X: $5995

Situated squarely in the middle of Acoustic Signa-
ture’s turntable range, the Triple X sits on a very heavy 
plinth—76 lbs without platter—built up of layers of MDF, 
aluminum, and steel. The platter adds another 24 lbs and 
is machined from aluminum to a thickness of 1.95"; an 
11"-diamater area of its underside is recessed and filled 
with a lossy damping sheet. The bearing is a 0.475"-diam-
eter spindle with a captured thrust ball, running inside an 
aluminum brass bearing well fitted with a pair of bronze 
sleeves; the thrust pad is made of a reportedly durable 
polymer called Tidorfolon—something of an Acoustic 
Signature calling card. The motor is AC synchronous and 
evidently of low torque; speed-control electronics are 
built into the Triple X’s plinth. In AD’s system, when used 
with a 12" sample of AS’s TA-1000 tonearm, the Triple X 
“distinguished itself with excellent clarity and poise, very 
good temporal performance, and acceptably good touch, 
impact, and color, presented with a good if not great 
sense of scale but better than average spatial qualities.” 
(AD considered the ‘table’s AC-1 accessory outboard 
power supply mandatory; once a $250 option, the AC-1 is 
now described by Acoustic Signature’s US distributor as 
standard equipment.) AD’s conclusion: “Anyone consid-
ering the purchase of a more expensive high-mass turn-
table owes it to himself/herself to audition the Acoustic 
Signature Triple X before spending money on something 
else.” (Vol.38 No.9 WWW) 
ACOUSTIC SIGNATURE WOW XXL: $3195

Imagine an Acoustic Signature WOW XL turntable (see 
below) with a platter that’s both 2 lbs heavier and fitted 
with eight of AS’s vibration-damping “Silencers”: that’s 
the WOW XXL. Compared with RD’s Linn LP12 record play-
er, the combination of WOW XXL and Acoustic Signature 
TA-1000 tonearm produced greater dynamics and detail, 
greater vitality in the sounds of brass instruments, and 
more convincing reproduction of space. RD preferred the 
sound of the AS player when he used it with a 2mm-thick 
sample of the demurely named Herbie’s Way Excellent II 
turntable mat ($59.99) and a Harmonic Resolutions ADL 
record weight ($220). (Vol.39 No.2 WWW) 
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EDITORS RATE 400+ TOP AUDIO PRODUCTS

VPI SCOUT JR.: $1600 WITH TONEARM AND 

CARTRIDGE

“The Scout Jr. record player offers, at a reasonable price, 
the ability to play now.” Thus spoke HR of the US-made 
belt-drive Scout Jr., a relatively basic turntable that comes 
bundled with a gimbal-bearing tonearm of stainless steel 
and an Ortofon 2M Red moving-magnet cartridge. Ju-
nior’s 1.25"-thick MDF plinth is reinforced with steel, 
and its 1"-thick platter is machined from aluminum. An 
outboard motor topped with a plastic pulley snugs into a 
recess on the plinth’s left side. From the start—and it was 
an easy start, since the Scout Jr. is shipped with its car-
tridge installed and aligned—HR was impressed that the 
VPI squeezed from the budget Ortofon 2M Red far better 
sound than he’d ever heard. As the days went by, he came 
to appreciate the VPI’s “American organic-ness,” and the 
manner in which its “slight darkness and seductively 
quiet spaciousness” set it apart from other players in this 
price range. Quoth HR: “It made LP playback seem less 
mechanical and more sophisticated.” NB: The Scout Jr. is 
easily upgradable—for a price, the buyer can select from a 
choice of better tonearms, bigger platters, more effective 
isolation feet, and myriad phono cartridges—and replaces 
the VPI Traveler, which was not. (Vol.39 No.2 WWW) 
VPI TRAVELER: $1499 $$$ ★

The first VPI product codeveloped by Harry Weisfeld and 
his son Mathew, the Traveler is designed for easy setup 
and meant to appeal to a younger generation of music 
lovers. It uses an AC synchronous motor built directly into 
a rigid, compact chassis of Delrin and aluminum; a ma-
chined aluminum platter damped with a stainless-steel 
disc; a high-quality bearing assembly capable of driving 
a 20-lb platter; and a dedicated 10"-long, spring-loaded 
tonearm with a double-gimbal bearing for horizontal and 
vertical movement. The Traveler combined delicate highs, 
a clean midrange, outstanding low-end control, and awe-
somely silent backgrounds with an overall ease and fluid-
ity that SM found intoxicating. Compared to the Rega RP3, 
the Traveler lacked transient speed and precision but of-
fered greater clarity, presence, and rhythmic authority. MF 
says high Class C. Running changes since SM’s first review 
include sturdier tonearm bearings, a repositioned motor, 
a better platter mat, and cosmetic refinements; the last, 
according to SM, have left the current-production Trav-
eler “easily more attractive than the original.” Available 
finishes include black, red, white, or blue. (Vol.35 No.11, 
Vol.37 No.5 WWW) 
VPI NOMAD: $995 $$$

Equal parts entry-level audiophile component and perfec-
tionist-quality lifestyle product, the VPI Nomad bundles 
a wood-plattered, belt-drive turntable and 10" gimbaled 
tonearm with an Ortofon 2M Red cartridge and an on-
board phono preamplifier designed specifically around 
the former—plus an onboard headphone amp. BJR was 
impressed with the Nomad’s apparent durability and 
the plug-and-play ease with which it went from carton 
to system, with no painstaking adjustments required. 
Even more impressive was the player’s performance: 
BJR praised the Nomad’s “rich, voluptuous, uncolored 
midrange,” and heard “superb” transient articulation and 
“an impressive amount of inner detail for so inexpensive 
an analog rig.” One comparison test prompted BJR to 
declare: “that VPI’s phono stage held its own against a 
$500 phono stage designed by one of the industry’s top 
electronics designers is pretty impressive, given that the 
VPI’s stage is included as part of a turntable package cost-
ing only $995.” A word of caution regarding the Nomad’s 
headphone amp: “It had much more gain than most pairs 
of headphones need. I found it all too easy to overdrive my 
‘phones.” (Vol.38 No.2 WWW)

D

REGA RP1: $445 $$$ ★

The plug’n’play RP1 (for Rega Planar One) replaces 
Rega’s popular P1. Nearly identical to the earlier model in 
size and shape, the RP1 uses an Ortofon OM5e moving-
magnet cartridge, but trades the P1’s MDF platter for 
one of phenolic resin and adds Rega’s new, solidly built 
RB101 tonearm. Additionally, the P1’s drab gray finish is 

punch, drive, force, color, richness, and pure emotional 
and visceral involvement. “The essential musical right-
ness and the sheer availability and affordability of PTP 
Audio’s Solid12 can’t be overstated. If you want to know 
what the idler-wheel fuss is all about, this may be the easi-
est and most affordable way to find out,” AD concluded. 
In 2015, PTP introduced their proprietary Solid Bearing, a 
€250 retrofittable option that replaces the reconditioned 
original Lenco bearing supplied as standard. AD revisited 
the PTP by borrowing a Solid12 equipped with both the 
new Solid Bearing and an optional set of SSC isolation feet 
(€150), again pressing into service his own Schick tone-
arm; he was surprised to hear not just a minor improve-
ment, but an elevation of the Solid12’s core strengths of 
believable touch and force, to a point where the player 
was competitive with his Garrard 301 rig. His conclusion: 
“I’d be delighted to live with one of these.” The improved 
Solid12 is as close to a turnkey idler-drive ‘table as we’re 
likely to see: ideal for vintage-savvy, non-DIY audiophiles. 
(Vol.36 No.6, Vol.38 No.12, WWW) 
REGA RP8: $2995 WITH TONEARM BUT NOT 

CARTRIDGE

A highly evolved embodiment of Rega’s philosophy of 
low mass and high rigidity, the RP8 uses a new low-mass, 
precision-engineered RB808 tonearm and a “skeletal” 
frame made from Rega’s own version of Zotek, an ultrarig-
id polyolefin foam. As in the RP3 and RP6, a stress beam 
links the tonearm to the platter hub, increasing structural 
rigidity while reducing internal resonances and external 
vibrations. A newly designed glass platter is heavier at its 
perimeter, exponentially increasing the platter’s flywheel 
effect and maximizing energy efficiency. Setup was quick 
and simple. Though it ran slightly fast, the RP8 produced 
a powerful, dramatic, coherent overall sound with solid, 
well-defined images; clean, articulated bass; exceptional 
resolution of detail; and outstanding dynamics, said MF. 
“Rega’s new turntable-tonearm combo is the most excit-
ing and truly revolutionary turntable to be introduced in 
quite some time,” he concluded. If purchased with the 
Apheta 2 MC cartridge preinstalled, the RP8 costs $4195, 
a savings of $695. (Vol.36 No.11) 
WELL TEMPERED AMADEUS MK.II: $2850 

INCLUDING TONEARM

The Chinese-made Amadeus Mk.II more or less replaces 
the US-made Well Tempered Record Player, long an AD 
favorite. Compared with that earlier ‘table-arm combi-
nation, the Amadeus Mk.II uses a less complex platter 
bearing that uses light oil instead of thick silicone; a flat-
profile platter with foam mat instead of a concave plat-
ter with threaded spindle clamp; an onboard low-torque 
motor instead of a more powerful outboard motor; a 
drive thread instead of a drive belt; and a thinner plinth, 
without the damping layer of yore. Changes evinced in 
the new Symmetrex tonearm include the elimination of 
adjustability for overhang and offset angle, and the switch 
from a purpose-made damping paddle to a bisected golf 
ball. Notwithstanding those changes, Well Tempered’s 
second-least-expensive record player has, according to 
AD, “a musically involving sound—good timing, very good 
momentum and flow—combined with the sorts of spatial 
accomplishments and lack of obvious colorations that I 
associate with more traditional high-end audio products.” 
(Vol.37 No.8 WWW) 

C

CLEARAUDIO CONCEPT: $1400 WITH TONEARM 

$$$ ★

The sleek, stylish Concept is a plug’n’play, belt-driven 
turntable with a decoupled DC motor and integral Clear-
audio Verify tonearm, available with either the Concept 
MC moving-coil cartridge (add $800) or Concept MM 
moving-magnet cartridge (add $200). Though its at-
tack transients were soft and its deep-bass extension 
limited, the Concept produced black backgrounds, solid 
and three-dimensional images, and a clean, smooth mid-
range. “Exceptionally attractive, easy to set up and use, 
and better built than its price would suggest,” concluded 
MF. “High Class C” says EL. With Clearaudio’s standard 
Concept moving-magnet cartridge in place, EL noted a 

slightly opaque, closed-in treble, but was nevertheless 
impressed by the Concept’s fleshy, detailed midrange and 
rich upper bass. Switching to the Concept MC cartridge 
resulted in even greater midrange detail and palpability, 
and a sweeter, more extended treble, he said. (Vol.34 No.6, 
Vol.35 No.8 WWW) 
MUSIC HALL IKURA: $1195

Designed in the US and manufactured in the Czech Re-
public, the Music Hall Ikura is a two-speed, belt-drive 
turntable that comes packaged with a 9" tonearm and 
bundled with an Ortofon 2M Blue MM cartridge (the latter 
a $236 value when bought separately). The Ikura’s simple 
and distinctly attractive exterior—according to BJR, even 
the dustcover is “sexy”—conceals a clever two-plinth de-
sign, with motor and electronics fastened to the bottom 
structure and the platter bearing and tonearm fastened 
to the top, with rubber cones in between. A pre-lubricated, 
stainless-steel ball bearing with a Teflon sleeve, a platter 
machined from MDF, and a DC motor are also featured. 
The aluminum tonearm has Swiss-made ABEC 7 (that’s 
good) stainless-steel bearings, adjustable VTA, and a fall-
ing-weight antiskating mechanism. Cartridge alignment 
and arm height are set at the factory, although future ad-
justments, tools and instructions for which are included, 
can be easily made. In his listening, BJR discovered high-
frequency performance that was “impressive for a $1200 
turntable” and bass performance that was “even more 
impressive.” On the downside, he found that the Ikura–2M 
Blue combo could be flustered by unusually demanding 
passages. (Vol.37 No.12 WWW) 
PIONEER PLX-1000: $699 INCLUDING  

TONEARM $$$

To those who deny the musicality of direct-drive platters 
and the servos they rode in on, HR says: Bunk. “Forget 
analog vs digital or tubes vs solid-state; the most perva-
sive and poorly considered belief of all is that only belt-
drive turntables are worthy of audiophile consideration.” 
From there, HR praises this successor to the popular but 
discontinued Technics SL-1200 Mk.2: the Pioneer PLX-
1000 direct-drive turntable with integrated tonearm. 
“Belts can’t touch the PLX-1000’s excitement, naturally 
formed detail, and clearly expressed forward momentum,” 
he wrote. “This new Pioneer also showcases the complex 
tonal character and elegant structures of classical music 
better than any affordable belt-drive I’ve experienced.” As 
HR hears it, the PLX-1000, whose motor has more than 
twice the torque of its famous forebear, “is not only a wor-
thy successor to the legendary Technics SL-1200 Mk.2, it 
is a serious contender for the best audiophile-grade turn-
table for less than $2000. Unabashedly recommended.” 
After a round of second-thoughtfulness, plus trials with 
an even greater array of partnering cartridges—includ-
ing the affordable Shure SC35C ($75)—HR encouraged 
the bravest and most technically adept owners to check 
the tonearms of their PLX-1000 turntables for excessively 
loose bearings. Otherwise, “I could live the rest of my mu-
sic-loving, record-collecting life” with the Pioneer player. 
(Vol.38 Nos. 3 & 7 WWW) 
REGA RP3: $1095 $$$

Though similar in appearance to Rega’s P3-24, the RP3 
uses Rega’s new RB303 tonearm and a completely re-
designed plinth. The RB303 has a more rigid armtube, a 
revised three-point cartridge mount, and a new headshell, 
counterweight, and bearing assembly. The plinth now in-
corporates a flat, 4mm brace of superhard phenolic resin 
that couples the tonearm mount to the bearing assembly, 
both atop and below the plinth, to reduce mass and in-
crease rigidity. Compared to the P3-24, the RP3 sounded 
leaner and cleaner, with a tighter and better-controlled 
bottom end, said MF. “The RP3 is a plug’n’play package 
that’s beautifully built, well-engineered, and sounds won-
derful,” he concluded. Compared to the VPI Traveler, the 
RP3 consistently produced faster transients and more 
aggressive, precise imaging for an overall sound that was 
snappy and exciting, but lacked the Traveler’s liquidity, 
bottom-end control, and rhythmic stability, said SM. Price 
includes Elys 2 moving-magnet cartridge; base price for 
turntable with tonearm is $895. Optional Drive Belt: $59; 
Rega TT PSU: $395 (Vol.34 No.12, Vol.35 No.11) 
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The High-End Super Speaker
You've Always Wanted- for Every Budget
meaningful technology & unbeatable performance from $1,249/pr. to $62,000/pr.

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�6KRZ�
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 perfor-
mance 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.

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!

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

Dual 8,” 300-Watt Powered Subwoofers 

w/11-Band Room EQ In Each Speaker 

For Perfect Bass in Virtually Any Room

vandersteen.com • 559-582-0324
Made in the U.S.A.  Contact a Vandersteen Dealer Today

facebook.com/vandersteen-audio
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that appears to be at once both new and old,” said AD. It 
offers several setup and adjustment features, including: 
spring-actuated dynamic tracking force; a calibrated and 
adjustable falling-weight antiskating mechanism; an ad-
justable lift/lower platform, mated to Ikeda’s trademark 
spherical cueing knob; a headshell that’s easily adjustable 
for overhang, offset angle, and azimuth; and an adjustable 
arm pillar. The Ikeda excelled at minimizing groove noise 
and produced a big, round sound with a freedom from 
harshness and overall sonic poise that served every re-
cord Art played. “The Japanese arm sounded every bit as 
beautiful as it looks,” he summed up. (Vol.36 No.8 WWW) 
KUZMA 4POINT: $6675 ★

Designed by Franc Kuzma, this brilliant pivoted tonearm 
takes its name from its four-point bearing system: Four 
carefully arranged points contact four cups, permitting 
the arm to move in both the vertical and lateral planes 
while avoiding the chatter of gimbaled bearings and the 
instability of unipivot designs. It has an effective length 
of 11", a pivot-to-spindle distance of 10.3", an overhang of 
0.6", an effective mass of 0.4oz, and a total weight of 3.63 
lbs. Its removable headshell made swapping cartridges 
painless, while adjustment of VTF, VTA, antiskating, and 
azimuth were all relatively simple. With its outstanding 
immediacy, transparency, and overall coherence, the 
4Point consistently exceeded Mikey’s expectations. Com-
pared to the combo of Continuum Cobra arm and Ortofon 
A90 cartridge, the 4Point with Lyra Titan i offered greater 
timbral, textural, and image solidity, said MF. “I’m in love,” 
he concluded. Compared with the Continuum Audio Labs 
Cobra, the Kuzma sounded more natural and more ener-
getic. “The Kuzma 4Point may be the finest tonearm out 
there, period,” said MF. The Kuzma matched the Graham 
Phantom II Supreme’s detail retrieval and neutrality but 
offered greater speed and coherence, said MF. Also of-
fered with regular phono cables/no RCA box for $6375. 
(Vol.34 Nos.9 & 10, Vol.35 No.7, Vol.39 No.3 WWW) 
LINN EKOS SE: $4950 ★

Outwardly identical to the original Ekos in all but color, the 
Ekos SE is machined from a titanium tube in an effort to 
smooth out resonant peaks, while its stainless-steel main 
pillar and bearing cradle work to maintain perfect bearing 
adjustment in the face of temperature extremes and user 
abuse. The “beautifully finished” SE comes packaged with 
a selection of tools, a Linn T-Kable interconnect, and a new 
iteration of Linn’s cable clamp. With its strong, tight bass 
and solid aural images, the Ekos SE produced a “cleaner, 
more dramatic, and more enjoyable” listening experience, 
said AD. “Other, more exotic arms may give better results 
in some settings, but I can’t think of a more consistent—
and consistently recommendable—tonearm. It’s a Martin 
D-28, a BMW 3-series, a bottle of Bombay Sapphire: It will 
please any sane, reasonable person,” he sums up. (Vol.30 
No.10 WWW) 
MØRCH DP-8: $4995

Provisional rating. See MF’s review in this issue. 
PEAR AUDIO ANALOGUE CORNET 2: $2195

Designed by the late Tom Fletcher, of Nottingham Ana-
logue, and descended from his popular Space Arm, the 
Slovenian-made Cornet 2 is a unipivot tonearm with a 
carbon-fiber armtube, said fibers being arranged longi-
tudinally, according to the manufacturer. The Cornet 2’s 
headshell, made of an unspecified material and bereft 
of a finger lift, is aligned straight with the armtube itself, 
though its mounting-bolt slots offer provisions for offset-
ting the cartridge. A falling-weight antiskating mechanism 
is provided, and an effective mass of 12.5gm and an effec-
tive length of 239mm are specified. MF found the Cornet 
2’s instructions lacking, and noted that, although “every 
parameter of the Cornet 2 is adjustable, a few are not eas-
ily set—the usual trade-off in a moderately priced arm.” 
According to MF, when used with the similarly Fletcher-
designed Pear Audio Analogue Kid Thomas turntable, 
the Cornet 2 contributed to a “smooth, refined sound” 
that many will find appealing. Moreover, compared to 
his experiences with earlier Fletcher-designed arms, MF 
suspected that “the Cornet 2 is faster, leaner, and better 
focused, despite the many similarities of construction.” 
(Vol.38 No.1) 

exchanged for the RP1’s choice of White, Cool Gray, or Ti-
tanium. Compared to the P1, the RP1 delivered more drive, 
better focus, and was the more confident, purposeful, and 
authoritative player. “Rega’s RP1 looks good, is easy to 
set up, and plays records like it means it,” said SM. AD 
shared SM’s enthusiasm: “It’s not just that I can’t imagine 
$445 buying more happiness; I can’t imagine so modest 
an investment in money and effort buying more music.” 
The RP1 Performance Pack Upgrade was easy to install 
and resulted in a bigger soundstage, deeper silences, 
and greater resolution of low-level detail, said SM. “A no-
brainer,” agreed AD. (Vol.34 Nos.2, 4, & 5 WWW) 

K

DR. FEICKERT BLACKBIRD, ORIGIN LIVE  

RESOLUTION MK3.

DELETIONS

Continuum Caliburn and Spiral Groove SG2 no longer 
available; Spiral Groove SG1.1 replaced by new, more 
expensive model not yet auditioned; Music Hall USB-1, 
Oracle Paris, VPI Super Scoutmaster Reference Rim Drive 
not auditioned in a long time.

TONEARMS

A

ABIS SA-1.2: $1775 $$$

The Japan-made Abis SA-1.2 is a high-mass 9" tonearm 
that began life as the Abis SA-1, famous for impressing AD 
and for having been withdrawn from an earlier edition of 
“Recommended Components”—by its importer!—while 
undergoing revision. The new SA-1.2 reflects a number of 
refinements: improved bearings, greater effective length 
(9.4" vs 9"), and slightly higher offset angle. The arm’s 
basics remain: a precision-milled armtube of rectangular 
cross section, static downforce, and a removable head-
shell for easy cartridge changes. When he used the revised 
SA-1.2—also an HR favorite—with the perennially recom-
mendable Denon DL-103 cartridge, the low compliance of 
which is well suited to such a high-mass arm, AD found it 
capable of pulling from his records “tremendous amounts 
of touch and force and impact.” The SA-1.2 was so good, he 
declared, that it made his Thorens TD 124 sound more like 
his Garrard 301. (This, he suggests, is good.) Speaking of 
which, AD cautions that, to make the Abis more compat-
ible with the unusually low-slung platter of the TD 124, the 
user must make one or two adjustments. His conclusion: 
“I’d put the combination of Abis SA-1.2 and Denon DL-103 
up against all but their priciest competitors.” (Vol.37 No.3, 
Vol.38 No.11, Vol.39 No.4 WWW) 
AMG 12J2: $4500

12” tonearm with dual-pivot, vertical bearing system. See 
MF’s review of the AMG Viella 12 turntable. (Vol.36 No.8) 
AMG 9W2: $3500 $$$

The German-made 9W2 tonearm from turntable special-
ists AMG combines a traditional horizontal bearing with 
a vertical bearing that is, per AD, unique in its field: “an 
upright pair of 0.4mm spring-steel wires that are per-
fectly straight when the tonearm tube is balanced, yet 
flex in tandem and yield to the armtube’s mass when 
the counterweight is moved closer to the twin fulcrums.” 
The result, he reports, is a near-ideal combination of zero 
play and absence of friction. VTA and azimuth are easily 
adjusted, and a magnetic antiskating mechanism is in-
cluded. Used on his Linn LP12—for which the 9W2 was 
apparently designed—the 9W2 was, said AD, “the first 
Linn-friendly arm I’ve heard that has made me stop sob-
bing about the demise of the Naim Aro: a considerable 
feat.” Also with reference to his past favorite tonearms, AD 
added: “None surpasses the 9W2 in sheer build quality.” 
(Vol.37 No.10 WWW) 
BRINKMANN 12.1: $5890

More than just a Brinkmann 10.5 tonearm with a longer 
armtube (its effective length is, you guessed it, 12.1"), the 
12.1 incorporates mechanical refinements that, according 
to Brinkmann, endow it with greater torsional stability and 

greater immunity to resonances. Crafted from aluminum 
and stainless steel, it uses precision ball bearings for both 
vertical and lateral movement, and is available with either 
flying signal leads or a captured output cable of the usual 
sort. MF felt the Brinkmann 12.1, when compared with the 
Kuzma 4Point tonearm, had somewhat less slam but was 
lighter on its feet—and, with classical and jazz, is perhaps 
the better choice. And MF loved the 12.1’s “lusciously vel-
vet midrange.” (Vol.38 No.5) 
BRINKMANN 10.5: $5490 ★

A Breuer-like gimbaled-bearing design that features an 
armtube described by the designer as a “high-speed, 
double-concentric, ceramic-plated, self-damping trans-
mission device.” JI uses a Brinkmann arm on his Oracle 
with great success. (Vol.28 No.5) 
DURAND TONEARMS TELOS: $25,500 ★

The beautiful Telos, Durand’s top model, is a 12", medium-
mass tonearm made of a superbly sculpted and finished 
piece of wood. It comes in an attaché-style wooden case 
and includes a full set of high-quality setup tools and ac-
cessories: LED flashlight, loupe, pivot-to-spindle-distance 
gauge, and alignment gauge. The “constrained unipivot” 
design provides relatively easy azimuth adjustment and 
uses a Swiss-made point of nonmagnetic stainless steel 
and a sapphire cup. With the Lyra Atlas cartridge mounted 
in its headshell, the Durand Telos sounded “addictively 
glorious,” with outstanding harmonic richness and a re-
laxed sense of musical flow. Though bass response was 
well textured and relatively well controlled, the Telos 
lacked some bottom-octave solidity and punch, decided 
MF. (Vol.35 No.10) 
EMT 997: $5250 ★

The banana-shaped EMT 997 tonearm is a fixed-pivot, 
high-mass design that is supplied without a headshell. 
(Use with old-style pickup heads is presumed, although 
the 997 is compatible with conventional detachable head-
shells.) Its effective length of 307mm (12") works to mini-
mize tracking-angle error and distortion. Though it sacri-
ficed timbral neutrality, imbuing well-recorded voices with 
“some mid-to-upper-mid bumps and dips,” the 997 im-
pressed AD with its ability to convey the inherent tension 
of recorded music. “The EMT 997 was the least wimpy, 
least wispy tonearm I’ve ever heard,” he said. If willing to 
invest the time and effort necessary for proper installa-
tion and setup, the user will be rewarded with “an almost 
indescribably great deal of pleasure,” AD added. Current-
production samples of the EMT 997 incorporate a bear-
ing housing machined from brass rather than stamped 
from aluminum alloy, and a better finish for the armtube. 
AD found the bearings of the new version to have less 
play than those of its predecessor, the sonic and musi-
cal consequence being “a surprising if subtle increase in 
musical drive.” That unexpected refinement of an already 
Class A tonearm prompted the 997’s promotion to Class 
A+ status, of which AD said, “the EMT remains the best-
sounding tonearm I have used . . . and the best-built arm I 
have owned.” (Vol.31 Nos. 7 & 9, Vol.38 No.7, WWW) 
GRAHAM ENGINEERING PHANTOM ELITE:

$12,000

Outwardly similar to the standard Graham Phantom tone-
arm, the Phantom Elite is said to be made from more cost-
ly materials, and incorporates new Litz wiring, a refined 
alignment gauge, and a thicker, more rigid version of the 
Phantom’s removable, damped titanium armtube. (The 
latter is available in three sizes, for effective lengths of 9", 
10", and 12".) Retained from the original Phantom is Gra-
ham’s patented Magneglide system, in which magnets are 
used to stabilize the arm’s inverted-unipivot bearing. MF 
observed that, when used with the TechDAS Air Force Two 
turntable, the Phantom Elite had good texture, but not the 
same degree of weight as the more expensive Swedish 
Audio Technologies arm. Like Graham’s standard Phan-
tom, the Phantom Elite is available with a circular or an 
SME-style arm mount; MF suggests that the latter makes 
it easier to adjust spindle-to-pivot distance. (Vol.38 No.11) 
IKEDA IT-407CR1: $6500

Imported from Japan by Beauty of Sound, the IT-407 is a 
remarkable, high-mass 12" tonearm: “a beautifully round-
ed construction of polished chrome and stainless steel 

EDITORS RATE 400+ TOP AUDIO PRODUCTS

PHONO PREAMPS/MOVING-COIL STEP-UP DEVICES PHONO CARTRIDGES TONEARMS TURNTABLES



((

•  Class A Operation

•  Eight EL-34 Tubes     

• Dual Mono Design

•  Military Specification Components

•  Airgapped Digital & Analog Circuits

•  Hand-Made in the USA

The ultimate control application easily integrates 
Apple® iOS® and Android™ devices with the Rogers 
High Fidelity Control System to monitor tube status 
and control all amplifier functions. 

BORN IN WARWICK, NY           |     845-987-7744       |       ROGERSHIGHFIDELITY.COM

Introducing The 34S-1 Integrated Amplif ier

We set out to create something spectacular. Expectations were exceeded.

)



stereophile.com n April 2016� 57

the L standing for long—as in 12". The TA1L has an S-
shaped aluminum armtube, and its removable aluminum 
headshell is anodized black. Cup-and-point bearings are 
used for vertical movement, while the horizontal bearing 
is a traditional ball-and-race sort; AD found all bearings to 
be free of both friction and excess play. A spring-actuated 
antiskating device is fitted, while downforce is applied 
statically. The effective length is 325mm, and while the ef-
fective mass is not specified, the arm seems appropriate 
for use with medium- to low-compliance cartridges and 
pickup heads—an impression borne out in AD’s listening 
tests: “The Abis tonearm allowed the Miyajima [Premium 
BE Mono II] . . . to shine as a detail-retrieval champ of the 
first order,” although he heard less bass weight than de-
sired. AD also noted an inaccuracy in the TA1L’s installa-
tion jig, advising prospective users: “Just remember that it 
may require an extra bit of attention in setting up.” (Vol.38 
No.1 WWW) 
ACOUSTIC SIGNATURE TA-1000: $1595

This medium-mass, 9" tonearm—also available in 10" 
($1795) and 12" ($1995) versions—has gimbaled bear-
ings, static downforce, and an armwand comprising inner 
and outer layers of carbon fiber. The simple rotating-block 
aluminum headshell allows easy adjustment of overhang 
and offset angle, and azimuth can be adjusted—though 
not on the fly—by means of the three bolts that fasten 
the TA-1000’s armwand to the bearing assembly. HR 
had good results when using the TA-1000 with his review 
sample of Acoustic Signature’s WOW XL turntable and a 
wide variety of cartridges. RD, who has now purchased 
a TA-1000 (plus an Acoustic Signature WOW XXL turn-
table), wrote that the arm “impressed as precision-made 
machinery, with outstanding fit and finish.” He also noted 
that by buying the arm with a DIN connector instead of 
a hardwired cable—the price is the same, either way—he 
was able to improve its sound quality with cable upgrades. 
AD tried the 12" TA-1000; his only complaint was of “no-
ticeably high” residual friction in the arm’s vertical bear-
ings, a problem described by the US distributor as limited 
to only the earliest samples of the arm. But he enthused 
over what he described as “one of the finest brand-spe-
cific alignment gauges ever supplied with a tonearm.” 
(Vol.38 No.9, Vol.39 No.2 WWW) 
AUDIO ORIGAMI PU7: $3000

Based on the Syrinx PU2 tonearm of the 1980s—a prod-
uct that BJR, AD, and other Stereophile contributors have 
owned and loved—the Audio Origami PU7, from Scotland, 
is a pivoting arm with a gimbaled ball-race bearing. The 
PU7 seems better finished than its forebear, though 
creature comforts are thin on the ground: Adjustments of 
VTF and VTA depend on the user loosening one or more 
grub screws and repositioning uncalibrated parts, and 
antiskating is a simple thread and falling weight—but, 
as MF points out, the design “emphasizes rigidity over 
convenience.” Used with the Palmer Audio 2.5 turntable, 
the PU7 contributed a notably velvety sound with a bot-
tom end that was “well controlled and extended,” said MF, 
who cautioned that “images were of less-than-pinpoint 
accuracy and somewhat larger than life.” But the PU7 
distinguished itself as “a fine tracker, and feels as if it 
has bearings of...extremely high quality. Physically and 
sonically, it’s a lot of tonearm for $3000, though I think its 
tube needs better internal damping.” (Vol.37 No.10) 
CLEARAUDIO CLARIFY: $1600 ★

A perfect partner for Clearaudio’s Ovation turntable, the 
Clarify has a machined aluminum headshell with azimuth 
adjustment, a carbon-fiber armtube, a magnetic bear-
ing, and a low-center-of-gravity counterweight with an 
integral mechanism for adjusting VTF. It uses Clearaudio’s 
proprietary Direct Wire, a five-conductor configuration of 
copper with Teflon insulation, implemented as a direct run 
from the cartridge clips to a 1.2m tonearm cable termi-
nated with RCA plugs. The Ovation-Clarify combo had a 
resolving, nuanced, musical sound, said EL. See listing for 
Clearaudio Ovation in “Turntables.” (Vol.35 No.10 WWW) 
ORTOFON TA-210: $1994 ★

The 12” TA-210 is a pivoting tonearm with traditional gim-
baled bearings for lateral and vertical movement, and a 
curved, damped aluminum-alloy armtube. Versatile and 

REED 3P: $5000

Provisional rating. See MF’s review in this issue. 
SAT TONEARM: $32,000

With an armtube made of carbon-fiber laminates—not 
the same as the woven fiber used in making most such 
things—and a massive, stainless-steel bearing yoke, 
Swedish Audio Technologies’ 9" tonearm impressed MF 
from the moment he first clapped eyes on a prototype: 
“An SME V on steroids, I thought.” The SAT’s detachable 
headshell is made from some 40 plies of carbon fiber, and 
its bearings are large-diameter pivots of tungsten-carbide 
resting on sapphire V-jewels, with user-adjustable pre-
loading. The SAT arm’s statically applied downforce and 
filament-and-falling-weight antiskating mechanism are 
both uncalibrated. MF’s verdict: “With the very first record 
I played . . . it was immediately obvious to me that the SAT 
was easily, and by a wide margin, the finest, non-sounding 
tonearm I have ever not heard.” MF wants to rate this as a 
Class A+ tonearm. (Vol.38 No.7 WWW) 
SME 312S: $3099 ★

The 312S is a 12" tonearm with a tapered armtube made 
of pressure die-cast magnesium for strength, rigidity, 
and low mass. With fit’n’finish to match the no-nonsense 
precision of SME’s 20/12 turntable, the 312S includes a 
secure sliding-track overhang-adjustment mechanism, 
a spring-loaded VTA post, and a silicone-filled damping 
trough with adjustable paddle. SME has produced “a 
tonearm that has all of the 12" arm’s theoretical advan-
tages and none of its disadvantages,” MF said. (Vol.32 
No.5 WWW) 
SME 309 SPD: $1899.99

A recent addition to SME’s 300 series of tonearms, the 
nominally 9" (effective length: 232.2mm) 309 SPD fea-
tures a magnesium armtube with internal constrained-
layer damping, coupled with a removable cast-magne-
sium headshell that’s claimed not to compromise overall 
arm rigidity; effective mass is specified as 9.5gm. Steel 
bearing shafts and precision ball-and-race bearings are 
used in both planes of motion. Antiskating force is ap-
plied with a calibrated filament-and-spring mechanism, 
and overhang is adjusted by means of the sliding-track 
mount that typifies most contemporary SMEs. Aside from 
noting the potentially harmful break that its headshell 
disconnect puts in the way of the signal—and criticizing 
the extent to which the headshell’s contact pins cut into 
the cartridge-mounting area—MF praised the 309 SPD as 
offering good value: “If there’s a better-made tonearm for 
$1900 . . . or one that even comes close, I’ve yet to en-
counter it.” Also available bundled with the SME Model 15 
turntable, a $9299 package called the SME Model 15A. 
(Vol.39 No.1) 
SPIRAL GROOVE CENTROID: $6000 ★

The Centroid is a fluid-damped unipivot design that gives 
the user fine adjustment of all relevant parameters. It 
was extremely quiet, with stunning resolution and clar-
ity, and had an uncanny ability to reproduce the tonal 
and dynamic elements of deep bass notes. “The Centroid 
tonearm may be the best tonearm I’ve heard. It is not leav-
ing my listening room,” declared BD. The Spiral Groove 
SG1.1-Centroid turntable-tonearm combo offered black 
backgrounds, rock-solid bass, natural tone color, and out-
standing detail retrieval, said Mikey. A universal version 
with standard arm mount is also now available. (Vol.33 
No.6 WWW, Vol.35 No.11) 
THOMAS SCHICK SCHICK 12 TONEARM: €1260 

PLUS SHIPPING $$$ ★

Made in Germany and now distributed direct by its manu-
facturer, the Thomas Schick 12" tonearm is intended to 
combine the greater-than-average length and mass of 
certain vintage models with the high-quality bearings of 
modern arms. It offers superb fit and finish, with a clean, 
spare bearing cradle and a smoothly solid pickup-head 
socket. Though lacking the spring-loaded downforce 
and other refinements of the EMT 997—and, thus, some 
measure of the more expensive arm’s performance—
the Schick is characterized by a big, clean, substantial 
sound, with an especially colorful bottom end: “a superb 
performer,” per AD, who also verified the correctness of 
the Schick’s geometry with Keith Howard’s ArmGeom-

eter freeware. According to Art, “The Schick tonearm 
is an outstanding value and easily the most accessible 
transcription-length arm on the market.” Thomas Schick 
has now added to his line a proprietary headshell (€249) 
machined from resin-soaked “technical” graphite, with a 
mass (15.2gm) that makes it more suitable than most for 
use with cartridges of low to moderate compliance. AD 
bought the new headshell for himself and reported that, 
compared to his wooden Yamamoto headshell, the Schick 
offered “far tighter, cleaner bass.” He was also impressed 
with how “cartridges mounted in the Schick suffer less 
breakup during heavily modulated passages.” (Vol.33 Nos. 
3 & 6, Vol.34 No.10, Vol.37 No.11 WWW) 
VPI JMW MEMORIAL 3D-PRINTED  

12" TONEARM: $3000

The JMW Classic 3D 12" tonearm is identical to the JMW 
Classic Signature of the same length—with one big dif-
ference: This unipivot’s removable armwand is made, on 
a 3D printer, of an epoxy-like resin said to impede the 
transfer of vibrations. MF was very impressed with the 
new model’s smooth, transparent, well-balanced sound, 
likening it in those regards to his reference Continuum 
Cobra tonearm, and declaring the Classic 3D the logical 
upgrade for present owners of the JMW Memorial arm: 
“It’s not that the metal JMW arm is so bad—it’s that the 
3D-printed version is so good.” AD, who has set up a JMW 
Classic 3D for friend Sasha Matson, reports being very 
impressed with the new arm’s level of finish. (Vol.37 No.6 
WWW) 
VPI JMW-12.7: $1700 $$$ ★

Unipivot tonearm features vestigial antiskating, which 
disconcerted MF. Nonetheless, he enthused over its lush 
midrange, ultra-smooth top end, and rock-solid imaging 
and soundstaging: “Subjectively, it seemed to have lower 
distortion than any other pivoted arm I’ve heard, but part 
of that might be the result of its smooooth frequency bal-
ance. Inner detail was outstanding.” However, he added of 
the original 12.5 version, “I think there’s a slight midbass 
exaggeration that may be part of the spreading warmth 
above this range, and which gives this arm its inviting mid-
range.” BD says of the 12" version, “lowers the original’s 
already low distortion. The background is blacker and the 
arm seems to float an infinite well of inner and low-level 
details. The tonal balance is more neutral, but combined 
with the TNT III or IV, is still warm and inviting.” With the 
12.5, Harry Weisfeld made small but important modifica-
tions to the 12" JMW that resulted in heightened rigidity, a 
reduced center of mass, and improved damping. What BD 
found most impressive was the “obvious-once-you-see-it” 
touch of the small V-groove machined into the top of the 
headshell. This allows the user to more easily gauge head-
shell tilt while setting azimuth. “Neat!” MF adds: “Luxuri-
ous midrange, low distortion, and ease of setup and use 
make this a very attractive arm if your ‘table can handle 
the length.” More recently, in addition to a streamlined 
model name, VPI’s first transcription-length tonearm has 
come in for some mechanical refinements. Its unipivot 
bearing, and the jeweled cup within its bearing housing, 
have been improved. A weighted collar has been added to 
the counterweight, and can be rotated asymmetrically for 
azimuth adjustment. “Most important,” according to MF, 
“[its] cantilevered platform has been made far more mas-
sive and sturdy.” Additionally, an antiskating mechanism 
is now available, though not without the manufacturer’s 
antipathy. Additional arm assemblies cost $600. (Vol.20 
No.1, Vol.24 No.12, Vol.25 No.3, Vol.37 No.5; see BD’s re-
view of the VPI HR-X in Vol.29 No.5 WWW) 
VPI CLASSIC-JMW: $1600 ★

An upgraded version of VPI’s JMW Memorial 10.5i, the 
Classic-JMW, included with VPI’s Classic 3 turntable, uses 
a new stainless-steel armtube, a stronger, more massive 
bearing platform, and a more rigid base mount. Though 
lateral instability remained a problem, any adverse effects 
were inaudible, said Mikey. (Vol.34 No.10 WWW) 

B

ABIS TA1L: $1875

From the same Japanese firm that makes the heartily 
recommended 9" SA-1.2 tonearm comes the Abis TA1L, 
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enjoyable cartridges I have heard.” (Vol.38 No.10) 
IKEDA SOUND LABS KAI: $8500

The top model of a five-cartridge line, the Kai is made in 
Japan by Ikeda Sound Labs, a company created by Fidel-
ity Research founder Isamu Ikeda. The Kai is a low-output 
(0.19mV) MC design whose boron cantilever sports a 
Micro-Ridge stylus. Its alumite body is topped with a plate 
of titanium, resulting in a highish mass of 11.5gm—which 
goes hand in hand with a level of suspension compliance 
that MF described as “appropriately low.” Using the low-
impedance (2.5 ohms) Kai with his Ypsilon MC26-L trans-
former, MF enjoyed “explosive dynamic swings” and “an 
unmistakably deep, wide, and tall soundstage.” He also 
praised the cartridge’s “electrostatic-like transparency” 
and “fast and clean transients,” while noting that the Kai’s 
tonal balance “pushed toward the cool.” Use with a high-
mass tonearm is recommended. (Vol.38 No.6) 
KISEKI PURPLEHEART (NS): $3499

Following an absence from the market of nearly a quar-
ter century, Kiseki’s handmade MC cartridges are back, 
manifested in two separate lines: New Old Style (NOS), 
built in 2010–2011 using a mix of old and new parts, and 
New Style (NS), which are new in every way. The Purple-
heart NS is among the latter, and features a metal mount-
ing plate with tapped holes and a solid-boron cantilever 
with an elliptical stylus. Specs include a 42-ohm internal 
resistance, 0.48mV output, and a recommended VTF of 
2.46gm, in accordance with the Kiseki’s moderate compli-
ance. In MF’s system, the Purpleheart NS produced “rich, 
supple sound with a tube-like tonality and musical flow,” 
albeit with “less-than-full expression of macrodynamics.” 
All in all, MF found the Kiseki to be “a physical and sonic 
beauty. [It] offers a sophisticated sound well beyond what 
you’d expect at its $3299 price.” (Vol.38 No.3) 
LYRA ATLAS: $11,995 ★

With its off-center motor-retaining screw and asymmetri-
cal design, Lyra’s new top model represents designer 
Jonathan Carr’s latest ideas on minimizing resonances. 
It has a body machined from a solid billet of aluminum, 
a diamond-coated boron cantilever, and a nude diamond 
stylus. The Atlas combined the Titan i ’s detail and tran-
sient speed with the Kleos’s warmth and smoothness, 
said MF. “The Lyra Atlas is a complete success.” (Vol.35 
No.5 WWW) 
LYRA ETNA: $8995

Like Lyra’s flagship, the Atlas, the Etna is machined from a 
solid billet of titanium and has a high-efficiency, X-shaped 
former and coil arrangement; a yokeless dual-magnet 
system; a cantilever rod of diamond-coated boron; and 
a Lyra-designed, line-contact stylus with varying radii. It 
weighs 9.2gm, has an optimum VTF of 1.72gm, and its rec-
ommended resistive load is between 104 and 887 ohms. 
As in all Lyra designs, the motor is built into the cartridge’s 
body via a wire suspension held in place by a tiny screw. 
Compared to the Atlas, the Etna lacked dynamic drive and 
spatial resolution, but produced a harmonically rich, full-
bodied, ultradetailed, and natural sound, said MF. “One of 
the most neutral- yet enticing-sounding cartridges I’ve 
heard, it’s also one I can recommend for any system and 
for any sonic or musical taste,” he concluded. (Vol.37 No.3 
WWW) 
MIYAJIMA LABS MADAKE: $5895

As MF observed, “For all intents and purposes, the Madake 
is a Miyajima Kansui fitted with a mostly bamboo cantile-
ver”—madake being the Japanese word for bamboo, and 
mostly referring to the fact that there’s some aluminum in 
there, too. Compared to Miyajima’s previous designs, this 
wood-bodied, low-output, moderately low-compliance 
stereo MC cartridge surprised MF by being a “faster per-
former that manages to considerably extend the top end 
without making it sound thin or bright.” He concluded: “[If 
you] can afford it, you’ll definitely want to add the Madake 
to your arsenal.” (Vol.37 No.12) 
MIYAJIMA LABS SHILABE: $2995 ★

The Shilabe is a low-output (0.23mV), low-compliance 
design with an unusually high recommended tracking 
force of 2.5–3.2gm. Its Shibata stylus is attached to a 
large-diameter, old-fashioned–looking cantilever. Like 
Miyajima’s Premium Mono, the Shilabe uses a patented 

user-friendly, it comes with a removable cable, a plug-in 
headshell for use with standard-mount phono cartridges, 
and a simple, accurate installation jig. Compared to the 
EMT 997 and Schick Tonearm, the Ortofon lacked some 
scale, presence, and impact, but sounded consistently 
smooth, serene, and uncolored, with no apparent stress-
ing on dynamic peaks, said AD. “A wise choice for a new-
comer to the world of vintage-style phonography,” he 
concluded. (Vol.35 No.10 WWW) 
REGA RB303: $595 $$$ ★

Current version of Rega’s classic tonearm. See the Rega 
RP3 entry in “Turntables.” (Vol.34 No.12) 
SME M2-9: $1099

Provisional rating. See HR’s review in this issue. 
SPERLING-AUDIO TA-1: $9750

Available with a 10" or a 12" armtube—the price is the 
same in either case—the German-made Sperling-Audio 
TA-1 is a hanging-unipivot tonearm whose pivot point is 
magnetically damped. The armtube, of metal and wood, 
has threaded weights for adjusting azimuth, and coarse 
and fine degrees of vertical tracking force; provisions for 
applying antiskating bias are not included. MF found the 
TA-1’s overhang-adjustment regimen somewhat trying, 
and criticized the arm’s many adjustment screws for 
being unlockable and thus possibly prone to resonating—
problems that paled, in his view, in comparison to the lack 
of any provision to lock the armtube in place when not 
in use. When MF used the TA-1 with Sperling-Audio’s L-1 
turntable, he described the arm as having a sound of its 
own: “pleasing and intoxicating—a low-Q, low-amplitude 
character that subtly accentuated the lower midbass, 
adding a pleasing warmth . . . without becoming obtru-
sive.” (Vol.38 No.8) 
VIV LAB RIGID FLOAT: $4390–$4990

The Viv Laboratory Rigid Float is a radically different 
tonearm: a design that combats tonearm skating forces 
and their distortions not with the application of antis-
kating—which the designer abhors—but by eliminating 
from his arm the headshell offset that, in tandem with 
the friction of the stylus in the groove, causes skating in 
the first place. Consequently, like the RS Laboratory arm 
before it, the Rigid Float’s geometry eschews overhang in 
favor of underhang, the cartridge-alignment implications 
of which concerned MF—who also scratched his head 
over the nonrigidity of the ViV arm’s turntable mounting 
arrangement and consequent less-than-optimal height-
adjustment provisions. But MF was impressed with its 
unconventional bearing—”the pivot floats on a dark, mag-
netic, light-viscosity, ferrofluid-like oil that you inject into 
. . . the front of the pivot housing”—and, in the end, was 
wowed by the Rigid Float’s “gloriously smooth” midrange 
and “meaty, full-bodied” bass: “If you love to the exclusion 
of most everything else the romantic, vintage, midrangey 
sound that some people insist is ‘music,’ the ViV Labora-
tory Rigid Float is made for you.” (Vol.37 No.8) 
VPI JMW-9: $1000 ★

The shortest of Harry Weisfeld’s JMW tonearm line, the 
JMW-9 comes standard with the Aries Scout turntable. 
(AD enthused about the combination’s sound.) It uses 
a reverse-missionary bearing with a hardened tungsten-
carbide point and a machined and hardened-steel set-
screw for a cup. A quick-connect plug makes for easy re-
moval and easy cartridge swapping, but as with all Harry 
Weisfeld designs, there is no antiskating mechanism. MF 
auditioned the 9" version of the JMW Memorial tonearm 
with VPI’s Scoutmaster turntable. Unlike the original JMW 
Memorial, the 9" arm’s main bearing is directly grounded 
to the plinth and the stabilizing ring surrounding the arm’s 
bearing housing is fixed. The lack of a damping well results 
in a “Parkinson’s-like trembling of the JMW when you use 
the finger lift or lower the arm via the cueing mechanism,” 
which MF found disconcerting. Nevertheless, the arm 
appeared to be extremely stable: “The taut, focused, re-
markably coherent performance of this ‘table-arm combo 
is testament to a fundamentally solid, well-grounded 
system that deals effectively with energy created at the 
stylus/groove interface.” Some disagreement between AD 
and MF over the overall rating, but Class B seems appro-
priate. (Vol.26 No.2, Vol.27 No.9 WWW) 

Editor’s Note: There are currently no Class C or D tone-
arms listed.

K
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DELETIONS

Continuum Audio Labs Cobra no longer available.

PHONO CARTRIDGES

A

AIR TIGHT PC-1 MAGNUM OPUS: $15,000

“What accounts for a price that many would describe as 
outrageous?” MF posed that question while reviewing the 
Air Tight PC-1 Magnum Opus cartridge, which combines 
the normally incompatible qualities of very low imped-
ance (1.4 ohms) with a generous (for a nominally low-
output moving-coil cartridge) output of 0.45mV. Whether 
or not because of those qualities, the lowish-compliance 
PC-1 Magnum Opus dazzled Mikey by producing “an 
adrenaline rush of dynamic energy.” He singled out for 
praise its “ultrafast and detailed” top end. In the end, MF 
answered his own question: “Air Tight’s PC-1 Magnum 
Opus cartridge justifies its price.” (Vol.38 No.10) 
BRINKMANN PI: $2490 $$$ ★

The Pi moving-coil cartridge uses a motor built to Brink-
mann’s specifications by Benz-Micro, includes a Micro-
Ridge stylus, and has a body of machined aluminum 
designed to control the dissipation of resonant energy. 
Though its tonal balance was slightly lean, the Pi’s overall 
frequency extension and tracking ability were impressive, 
said MF. “The Pi cartridge strikes me as very competitive 
at and above its price,” he concluded. (Vol.34 No.5 WWW) 
CLEARAUDIO GOLDFINGER STATEMENT:

$15,000 ★

The audacious Goldfinger Statement has a diamond 
embedded in the front panel of its 14K-gold body, and 
features EMF shielding and a resonance-damping, gold-
fingered top plate. It uses 12 magnets, a 24K-gold coil as-
sembly, and a boron cantilever with a Micro HD stylus. The 
unusual specs include a high weight of 17gm and a high 
output of 0.9mV; tracking force is 2.8gm. Though it lacked 
ultimate soundstage width, the Goldfinger Statement pro-
duced a “generous, voluminous midrange” and had out-
standing dynamics, bottom-end extension and authority, 
and transient speed and clarity, said MF. (Vol.35 No.9) 
EMT TSD 15: $1950 $$$ ★

The EMT TSD 15 is an A-style pickup head weighing just 
over 17.5gm and available with either EMT’s proprietary 
diamond-shaped output-pin pattern or the more common 
SME square pattern. It has a high impedance of 24 ohms, 
a high output of 1.05mV, and a moderate recommended 
downforce of 2.5gm. The EMT’s overall sound was open, 
clear, and transparent, with above-average presence, 
body, and color, and an outstanding sense of momentum 
and flow. “A fine all-arounder, combining starkly honest 
music-making with the sorts of refined sonic attributes 
most audiophiles cherish,” said Art. Examining the EMT 
with a microscope revealed its distinctly small, sharp, 
spherical tip, which, AD conjectured, may be the reason 
for the stylus’s exceptionally low groove noise. For special 
systems only, as it is a complete pickup head, not just a 
cartridge. (Vol.34 Nos.5 & 9 WWW) 
FUUGA: $8950

The creators of the Fuuga—its name is Japanese for 
“elegance with flair”—were inspired by the classic Mi-
yabi cartridges designed and built by Haruo Takeda, now 
retired. The low-compliance Fuuga retains the semicy-
lindrical body of the best-known Miyabi models, but ex-
changes their trademark alnico magnets for neodymium 
types. Output and impedance are both low—respectively, 
0.35mV and 2.5 ohms—and the hyperelliptical stylus 
tracks at 2.0–2.2gm. MF praised the Fuuga’s neutral tonal 
balance, lack of harshness/hardness, and “startling mac-
rodynamic slam.” His conclusion: “The Fuuga is, without 
a doubt, among the handful of highest-performing, most-
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“cross-ring” construction that centers the generator’s 
fulcrum within the coil. Though it lacked the soundstag-
ing and imaging of the Shun Mook Signature, the Shilabe 
had a sound that was “full-bodied, deep, and extremely 
well-defined,” and offered “superbly coherent transient 
and harmonic presentation from top to bottom,” said MF. 
AD also enjoyed the Shilabe’s “consistently present, color-
ful, and downright chunky” sound. “It was the closest I’ve 
heard a stereo cartridge come to delivering the meat, the 
force, the sheer solidity of mono,” he said. (Vol.32 No.9, 
Vol.33 No.10 WWW) 
MIYAJIMA LABS ZERO MONO: $1995

The Zero Mono cartridge has an output of 0.4mV, making 
it compatible with a wide range of moving-coil phono pre-
amps. Compared to Miyajima Lab’s Premium BE, the Zero 
produced a similarly big, rich, meaty sound, but offered 
improvements in image focus, clarity, transient detail, and 
bass control, said MF. “If you treasure your mono albums, 
get a Zero. It’s infinitely better than any other mono car-
tridge I’ve heard,” he summed up. (Vol.36 No.3) 
ORTOFON ANNA: $8924

Named after Russian soprano Anna Netrebko, Ortofon’s 
new flagship moving-coil cartridge uses a high-efficiency 
magnet system for improved dynamics and impulse 
linearity over earlier Ortofon designs. It has a curved ti-
tanium body, a boron cantilever, and a nude Replicant sty-
lus. Its low (0.2mV) output means it should be used with 
only the quietest phono preamps capable of considerable 
gain; an appropriate step-up transformer should provide 
the best results. Compared with the Lyra Atlas, the Anna 
sounded slightly warm and lacked bottom-end tightness 
and impact, but was more texturally refined, said MF. 
(Vol.36 No.5) 
ORTOFON MC A95: $6500

Ortofon’s MC A95 retains the radical shape of its prede-
cessor, the limited-edition MC A90, but now powdered 
titanium takes the place of stainless steel in its Selec-
tive Laser Melting (SLM)–formed body, a refinement for 
which the manufacturer claims better self-damping. That 
and other refinements add up to a level of performance 
that coaxed from MF this observation: “the A95 is the A90 
on testosterone.” The low-output (0.2mV) A95, whose 
specs indicate a slightly lower compliance than that of its 
predecessor, earned from MF praise for “wider dynamics 
[than the A90]—particularly in the bottom octaves—and 
a generally richer, more fully fleshed-out sound.” He con-
cluded: “the Ortofon MC A95 definitely improves on the 
MC A90’s well-deserved reputation [as] one of the world’s 
best-sounding phono cartridges.” In a Follow-Up, MF found 
that the A95 had less “dynamic authority and just plain 
slam” than the Ikeda Sound Labs Kai, but distinguished 
itself with greater “tonal and textural expression.” (Vol.38 
Nos. 5 & 6) 
ORTOFON 95TH ANNIVERSARY SPU: $3400

Derived from Ortofon’s SPU 90th Anniversary pickup 
head of 2008, the new SPU 95th Anniversary adds a few 
refinements, including a change from stainless steel to 
titanium for the internal frame—still manufactured via 
selective laser melting (SLM)—and an increase in magnet 
strength. Recommended tracking force is 3gm for the 
low-compliance SPU 95th Anniversary; the stylus profile 
is elliptical, the output 0.3mV. AD enjoyed his time with 
the new SPU: “It’s a well-behaved, notably modern pickup 
that is quiet and imperturbable in the groove . . . yet it is 
also, identifiably, an SPU, with [a] solid sound and fine 
sense of drive.” Recommended for use in tonearms of 
highish mass. (Vol.37 No.12 WWW) 
SOUNDSMITH SG-200 STRAIN GAUGE MK.IV:

$8590 ★

The SG-200 is a strain-gauge phono cartridge with six 
choices of interchangeable styli and a dedicated power 
supply and preamplifier. Two bright-blue tubular LEDs run 
vertically through the metal body’s horizontal slats, giving 
the cartridge a unique look. Also unlike most cartridges, 
the SG-200 provides controls for setting vertical track-
ing angle and azimuth. Though it could sound somewhat 
cool and lacking in physicality, with a lean midrange and 
stingy sustain, the SG-200 produced incredibly clean, fast 
top-to-bottom transient attack, deep bass, airy highs, and 

spectacular transparency. “The SG-200 is a unique game-
changing product,” said MF. Price includes two SGS-5 
styli; add $100 for the SGS-6, a nude line-contact stylus 
with a ruby cantilever. (Vol.34 No.3 WWW) 
SOUNDSMITH SUSSURRO: $4800 ★

Designed and built in the US by Soundsmith’s Peter Leder-
mann, the Sussurro is a low-output (0.3mV), low-mass 
(8.79gm), moving-iron cartridge intended to be used with 
an MC phono stage that can provide 60dB of gain. It has a 
wood body, a ruby cantilever, and a line-contact diamond 
stylus; its unique construction allows for adjustment of 
azimuth, vertical tracking angle, and stylus rake angle, all 
from the cartridge body. Though it lacked some resolution 
and detail, the Sussurro was an exceptionally quiet and 
smooth tracker, and offered a slightly warm and lush over-
all sound, said MF. The Sussurro’s stylus’s severe profile 
mandates precise settings of overhang, zenith angle, and 
especially SRA and VTA. (Vol.35 No.3) 
STEIN MUSIC AVENTURIN 6 MK.2: $6495

Based on a Benz LP-S motor with a solid-boron cantile-
ver and a micro-ridge stylus, the Aventurin 6 Mk.2 has a 
boxy, open-bottomed body made of layers of mahogany 
and carbon fiber. Its moderate weight of 11.5gm makes 
it an ideal match for tonearms of medium to high mass. 
Though it lacked the full-bodied sound of the more expen-
sive Lyra Anna, the Aventurin was fast, clean, and natural, 
with a well-extended treble, solid bass, and rich midrange, 
said MF. (Vol.36 No.10) 
TRANSFIGURATION PROTEUS: $6000

For their new flagship MC cartridge, Transfiguration re-
turned to the double-ring-magnet construction of earlier 
models, adding silver-wire coils with so few windings that 
an internal resistance of just 1 ohm is claimed. Neverthe-
less, output is specified as 0.2mV at 3.54cm/s (using 
the industry’s standard of 5cm/s, the Proteus’s output 
is actually closer to 0.28mV). The Proteus sports a PA-
profile stylus at the end of its boron cantilever, and the 
moderate-compliance motor is said to perform well at a 
VTF of 2gm. Based on his experience with earlier Trans-
figurations—models known more for “getting out of the 
way” than for trying to make a “beautiful sound”—MF had 
high expectations; even so, he wasn’t prepared for what 
he heard: “Even before [it] had a chance to fully break in 
and develop, what I was hearing put it up there with the 
best, most musically involving cartridges I’ve heard at any 
price.” As for value, MF described the Proteus as “expen-
sive, but not stupidly so,” the latter sobriquet being some-
thing he reserves for cartridges that sell for $10,000 and 
up. (Vol.37 No.10) 
TZAR DST: $10,000

Whereas most moving-coil cartridges have their stylus 
at one end of a cantilever, and their coils, wound on tiny 
coil formers, at the other, the Tzar DST—like the vintage 
Neumann DST 62 cartridge on which it’s modeled—says 
to hell with the formers: Its coils are glued right to the 
cantilever, just behind the stylus. The theoretic result is 
far less dynamic compression than with traditional MC 
designs—and reduced compression is precisely what AD 
heard from the Tzar: “The Tzar DST is the most incredibly 
tactile, forceful, and altogether open-throttled pickup 
I’ve ever tried.” He added that the Tzar “allowed strings 
to sound sweet and utterly huge, with extraordinarily 
good, snappy, vibrant note attacks.” Created under the 
direction of tonearm designer Frank Schröder, the Tzar 
DST differs from the Neumann in its use of an aluminum 
body and a carbon-fiber cantilever. Its compliance, though 
unspecified, was observed by AD to be very low—recom-
mended downforce is 3.2–4gm—and its output is a mere 
0.25mV. (Schröder recommends pairing it with a step-up 
transformer of moderately high inductance; AD had best 
results with a borrowed NOS Neumann Bv33.) Finally, a 
product that answers the question “Is there a place in the 
market for a $10,000, Siberia-made phono cartridge?” 
with a resounding Yes. (Vol.39 No.1 WWW) 

B

CLEARAUDIO MAESTRO V2 EBONY: $1200

The ebony-bodied V2 is the most expensive moving-
magnet cartridge in Clearaudio’s line—and, quite pos-

sibly, the costliest MM cartridge period. In common with 
other MMs, the Maestro V2 has relatively high output 
(3.6mV), with concomitantly highish coil impedance 
and inductance; unlike other MMs, it isn’t an especially 
high-compliance design—its tracking-force range is 
1.8–2.6gm—and its Micro HD stylus and boron cantilever 
are not user replaceable. According to MF, the Maestro V2 
“didn’t have the speed or the high-frequency extension of 
a good moving-coil,” but it offered a great combination of 
“midrange richness, openness, and detail,” and it “tracked 
and traced well” every record MF threw at it. Figuratively. 
(Vol.38 No.4) 
DS AUDIO DS-W1: $8500

Price includes phono preamp/power supply. Unlike the 
well-documented if seldom-seen ELP laser turntable, 
which re-creates a music signal by bouncing light off the 
modulations of a record groove, the DS-W1 is an optical 
phono cartridge that uses the vibrations of a traditional 
playback stylus—in this case, a Shibata at the end of a bo-
ron cantilever—to modulate the otherwise steady output 
of an LED, aimed at a photosensitive plate: Because the 
stylus and cantilever are called on to move far less mass, 
the benefits are said by some to include less record wear 
and more faithful replication of the vinyl-encoded analog 
wave. In this regard, the DS-W1 is the direct descendent 
of the similarly seldom-seen Toshiba C-100P cartridge of 
the 1970s—and, indeed, the C-100P’s developer assisted 
with the design of the DS-W1, which MF described as “a 
major breakthrough” capable of “revelatory transparency 
and spatial clarity.” But MF’s experiences with the DS-W1 
were troubled by a consistent and “distractingly overem-
phasized bass”—a flaw that he attributed to the DS-W1’s 
accompanying electronics, leading to the Class B rating. 
MF’s verdict: “worth an audition—especially if DS Audio 
can upgrade their electronics and fix the bass problem.” 
(Vol.38 No.9) 
LONDON MAROON: $950 $$$

With its spherical stylus, the Maroon is the least expensive 
of the British-built London cartridges: Deccas in all but 
name, and all featuring the same Deccades-old (sorry) 
“positive-scanning” design in which the stylus is fastened 
directly to the generator mechanism. Basic specs include 
high output (5mV), moderate downforce (1.8–2gm), and 
lateral and vertical resonant frequencies sufficiently dif-
ferent from each other as to make tonearm selection 
slightly trickier than usual; AD wondered if the Rega 
RB300 might be the best match he’s heard so far. He also 
praised the Maroon for having “a point of view: It stressed 
detail, presence, touch, and texture.” AD described the 
Maroon as having an “illuminated” midrange and a “dry 
and tight” bass range. But his most lavish praise was for 
the Maroon’s forcefulness: in his view, compared to the 
exceptionally dynamic Maroon, “most moving-coil car-
tridges . . . sound compressed.” (Vol.38 No.12 WWW) 
LYRA KLEOS: $3695 ★

Billed as a replacement for Lyra’s classic Helikon, the 
moving-coil Kleos uses an Ogura boron cantilever fitted 
with a low-mass line-contact stylus, and includes Lyra’s 
New Angle alignment system. Compared to the Helikon, 
the Kleos had a warmer sound, with greater delicacy and 
detail. While it lacked the resolution and dynamics of 
Lyra’s Titan, something that just keeps it from Class A, the 
Kleos combined a neutral tonal balance with airy highs, 
a rich midrange, well-controlled lows, a wide soundstage, 
and solid, three-dimensional images. “Highly recom-
mended, and without reservation,” said MF. (Vol.34 No.1) 
MIYAJIMA LABS TAKUMI: $1850

Like Miyajima’s more expensive Shilabe, the Takumi has 
a body of sculpted African rosewood and uses the com-
pany’s “cross-ring” motor assembly. Compared to the 
Shilabe, the Takumi has a slightly lower output (0.2 vs 
0.23mV), a more forgiving stylus profile (elliptical vs Shi-
bata), and is slightly lighter (9 vs 10.4gm), with a lower 
recommended tracking force (2.5 vs 3.2gm). Sonically, 
however, the Takumi more closely resembled its more ex-
pensive sibling, with a meaty and full-bodied sound that 
was only slightly less detailed, said MF. (Vol.36 No.10) 
MIYAJIMA LABS PREMIUM BE MONO: $1260 

$$$ ★
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boldly cinematic sound triggered all the aesthetic emo-
tion I required.” HR has, in fact, purchased the Grado for 
use as his daily driver. (Vol.37 No.12 WWW) 
JASMINE TURTLE: $799

Provisional rating. See HR’s review in this issue. 
NAGAOKA MP-500: $699 ★

The MP-500 has a samarium-cobalt magnet, a permal-
loy shield casing, a SuperFineline line-contact stylus, 
and a low-mass boron cantilever. When used with the 
Thorens TD 309 turntable, the Nagaoka had a slightly 
forward, somewhat cool overall sound, but outclassed the 
TD 309’s stock Audio-Technica AT95E in terms of image 
solidity, detail resolution, and bass extension, said MF. 
(Vol.34 No.2) 
ORTOFON 2M BLUE: $236 $$$

Affordable moving-magnet cartridge with user-replace-
able elliptical diamond stylus. With the Blue mounted 
in a Music Hall Ikura turntable and arm, BJR found that 
“the transients and bloom of the string quartet were re-
produced with no trace of coloration or smear.” Superb 
transient articulation and dynamics. “Competes with 
cartridges at double its price. Also an excellent match for 
both the Music Hall Ikura and VPI Nomad turntables,” he 
adds. (Vol.37 No.12 WWW) 
REGA ELYS 2: $295 $$$ ★

See the RP3 entry in “Turntables.” Price is $200 when 
purchased with that turntable. (Vol.31 No.7, Vol.34 No.12 
WWW) 
SHURE SC35C: $75 $$$

Very affordable, DJ-heritage moving-magnet cartridge 
that HR found worked superbly well on the Pioneer PLX-
1000 turntable. MF demurs. (Vol.38 No.7 WWW) 

D

AUDIO-TECHNICA AT95E: $74 ★

When used with the Thorens TD 309 turntable, the Audio-
Technica AT95E produced large, exuberant images, but 
lacked the solidity, detail resolution, macrodynamics, and 
bass extension of the more expensive Nagaoka MP-500, 
said MF. (Vol.34 No.2) 
ORTOFON 2M RED: $99 $$$

The least expensive of Ortofon’s 2M moving-magnet 
cartridges (the series name is shorthand for MM), the 
Red offers a 5.5mV output, a replaceable elliptical stylus, 
highish compliance, a recommended tracking force of 
1.8gm, and a square-front body with threaded mounting 
holes, for ease of installation. SM declared the 2M Red’s 
dynamic range “vastly wider” than that of the less expen-
sive Ortofon OM 5E, and praised the new cartridge’s clean, 
fast, grainless sound. SM’s verdict: “If you’re looking for a 
high-value cartridge . . . the 2M Red is an excellent place to 
start.” Borderline Class C. (Vol.37 No.5, Vol.38 No.2 WWW)

DELETIONS

Haniwa Audio System HCTR01, Miyajima Labs Kansui,  
Ortofon Xpression, not auditioned in a long time.

PHONO PREAMPS/MOVING-
COIL STEP-UP DEVICES

A+

AUDITORIUM 23 HOMMAGE T1 & HOMMAGE T2:

BOTH $4995 ★

Over twice the size and weight of the less expensive Stan-
dard transformer, the Class A+ Hommage T1, designed as 
a companion to Auditorium 23’s Solovox loudspeaker, is a 
statement product. It has a textured-paint finish, attrac-
tive white-oak endcaps, and input and output resistances 
of 3 and 2530 ohms, respectively. The Hommage T1 
shared the Standard’s excellent timing, flow, and overall 
drama, but produced a much larger soundstage; and while 
the Audio Note AN-S8 was slightly richer, the Hommage 
T1 proved more exciting, said AD. Pairing the Hommage 
T1 with an EMT OFD 25 mono pickup head resulted in un-
surpassed musical and emotional impact, he noted. The 
Hommage T1 provided more timbral color, more shimmer, 
and a larger overall sound than did Bob Sattin’s CineMag 

With its ebony body and pure-diamond conical stylus, the 
Premium Be Mono weighs 10.8gm, has a recommended 
tracking force of 3.5gm and an internal impedance of 6 
ohms, and outputs 0.9mV. It produced “big, pure, meaty, 
midband mono physicality, and remarkable depth of 
soundstage,” said MF, who feels Class A would be a more 
accurate rating. “The Premium Be Mono is my favorite 
mono cartridge at any price.” The Premium Mono Be 
sounded “chunky, colorful, forceful, and fun,” said AD, who 
recommends Class B (High Value). Also available as part 
of Robyatt Audio’s Ultimate Mono Record Playing System 
($3000), with the Robyatt Audio Mono transformer and 
Tektron Italia Mono phono preamp. (Vol.33 No.11, Vol.35 
No.6 WWW) 
MIYAJIMA LABS PREMIUM MONO: $1050 ★

The Premium Mono monophonic cartridge uses Noriyuki 
Miyajima’s “cross-ring method,” whereby the cantilever’s 
fulcrum is centered precisely within the former on which 
the coil is wound. Recommended downforce is 3.5gm. In 
addition to its “near-total rejection of surface noise,” the 
Premium Mono provided a forceful sound with “fine im-
pact” and an “excellent sense of scale,” said AD. “A stag-
gering good value, but for special systems only.” (Vol.32 
No.8 WWW) 
MIYAJIMA LABS SPIRIT MONO: $850

Like all Miyajima cartridges, the Spirit Mono uses a propri-
etary “cross-coil” motor, the fulcrum of which is optimized 
for linear dynamic performance; like all of the company’s 
mono cartridges, this one has a single coil and an 18µm-
radius spherical stylus tip—and is unresponsive to verti-
cal groove modulations. In short, the Spirit Mono is true 
mono. According to HR, the low-compliance, moderate-
output (0.7mV) Spirit Mono “had a very seductive way of 
making records sound full-bodied and tangible. Images of 
musicians were realistically scaled, and there was always 
a noticeable sense of space.” The Spirit Mono is also avail-
able with a 76µm stylus for 78rpm records, or in a version 
called the Spirit Mono High, with an output of 3.7mV. 
(Vol.37 No.10 WWW) 
ORTOFON CG 25DI MONO PICKUP HEAD:

$902 $$$

The oldest product design from the second-oldest audio 
manufacturer on Earth (Quad gets the nod for having 
lasted even longer), Ortofon’s CG 25DI pickup head is a 
single-coil monophonic MC motor of high output (1.5mV) 
and low compliance (the recommended downforce is 
4gm). Its spherical stylus is made with a full 25µm ra-
dius—hence the model designation—thus restricting 
the CG 25DI’s use to records mastered with a true mono 
cutter head. As AD observed, “This is among the hallowed 
few cartridges that really communicate everything that’s 
special about 1950s and ‘60s mono LPs from the likes of 
Verve, Prestige, Clef, [and] Columbia.” With its three-figure 
price, the CG 25DI also offers exceptionally high value. 
(Vol.38 No.4 WWW) 
ORTOFON 2M BLACK: $755 ★

Partnered with the budget-priced Audio-Technica AT-
PEQ3 phono preamp, the “ridiculously good” Ortofon 2M 
Black produced a bright, open sound with “surprising heft 
and slam.” Because its Shibata stylus is sensitive to rake 
angle, the 2M Black should be used only with tonearms 
that permit adjustment of VTA and SRA, Mikey advised. 
(Vol.32 No.12) 
SOUNDSMITH ZEPHYR MIMC: $1499.95

The low-output, fixed-coil Zephyr MIMC—the second half 
of its name reminds the buyer that this moving-iron (MI) 
cartridge is ideal for use with phono preamps tailored for 
moving-coil (MC) cartridges—is fitted with a line-contact 
stylus, and has a recommended downforce of 1.8–2.2gm. 
According to RD, the Zephyr MIMC—which is descended 
from the considerably more expensive Soundsmith Sus-
surro—offers “high performance at an affordable price.” 
RD also notes that, when used with his Convergent Audio 
Technology SL-1 Renaissance Black Path Edition Thurn 
und Taxis line-plus-phono preamplifier, the Zephyr MIMC 
performed best into a load of 1333 ohms. AD is weirded 
out by the fact that, when one sums the resistors required 
for both the left and right channels, the total is 2666 
ohms. (Vol.39 No.2 WWW) 

SOUNDSMITH CARMEN: $799.95

The ebony-bodied Carmen, a moving-iron design, of-
fers medium compliance (22µm/mN) and high output 
(2.2mV) and features a nude elliptical stylus at the end of 
its aluminum cantilever. HR found the Carmen to be “con-
spicuously chameleon-like” in his system, exhibiting a dif-
ferent character with each different tonearm, turntable, 
and phono preamplifier he used it with. He especially en-
joyed the Carmen when it was partnered with his vintage 
Thorens TD 124 turntable and SME 3009II tonearm, en-
joying the combination’s “sparkle and dynamics.” Quoth 
HR: “It was like the sun reappearing from behind a cloud.” 
(Vol.38 No.6 WWW) 
ZU AUDIO DL-103: $439 $$$ ★

Zu improves on Denon’s original design by trading the 
DL-103’s plastic body for one built of 6061 “aircraft” alu-
minum and then binding the magnet, base, and pole piece 
with a ferrous-based epoxy. This consistently colorful, 
well-textured, engaging-sounding cartridge built on the 
Denon’s sense of impact while taming its forward presen-
tation. AD: “The Zu doesn’t just slay giants: It rips their 
beating heart from their chests, shows it to them, finishes 
them off, then chases their souls and drags them down 
to hell. Recommended.” One of HR’s references. (Vol.30 
Nos.10 & 12 WWW)

C

DENON DL-103R: $379 $$$ ★

In production since 1962, the DL-103 is a “resolutely old-
fashioned” cartridge with a two-piece plastic body. It uses 
a two-piece aluminum cantilever to drive a cross-shaped 
armature wound with several turns of fine-gauge cop-
per magnet wire. Its square-shank nude diamond stylus 
is ground to a spherical tip. Though the Denon offered 
excellent bass depth and impact with an overall exciting 
and “pleasantly forward” presentation, its high-frequency 
response peak made bright recordings sound “a bit more 
forward than ideal.” Nonetheless, AD deemed it “a superb 
cartridge and a remarkable buy.” Compared to Denon’s 
new DL-A100 100th Anniversary moving-coil phono car-
tridge, AD’s old DL-103 was tubbier in the bass, but just 
as dynamic and dramatic. Performance with the stock 
spherical stylus tip squeaks into low Class B, he adds, 
saying that “apart from various Miyajimas and the always-
recommendable Miyabi 47, it’s hard for me to think of 
another standard (non-pickup-head) type of cartridge 
that has this much impact and drama. (Vol.3 No.9, Vol.30 
Nos.10 & 12, Vol.34 No.12 WWW) 
DYNAVECTOR DV 10X5: $650 $$$ ★

Besides subtle changes in magnet material and coil-
winding techniques, the latest iteration of Dynavector’s 
classic moving-coil design has threaded mounting holes 
for simple installation and alignment. It weighs 7.3gm, has 
an output of 2.5mV, and uses an elliptical stylus tip and 
aluminum cantilever. Recommended load impedance is 
anything greater than 1000 ohms; recommended track-
ing force is 1.8–2.2gm. Thanks to the Dynavector’s clarity, 
immediacy, and presence, “music was consistently more 
dramatic and involving, while never sounding unneces-
sarily harsh, aggressive, or forward,” said SM. One of 
ST’s favorite cartridges. AD: “This colorful, well-balanced, 
chunky-sounding cartridge played music extremely well, 
with a bonus of very fine stereo imaging....More money 
can buy more drama, impact, scale, and transparency... . 
But the Dynavector 10X5 should give you most of what I 
think you need at a bargain price.” (Vol.26 No.10 WWW; 
Vol.35 No.11 WWW) 
GRADO PRESTIGE ME+: $150

The polycarbonate-bodied Prestige ME+ Mono has an el-
liptical stylus at the end of the company’s trademark four-
piece (telescoping) aluminum cantilever. Although not a 
single-coil cartridge, its design is true mono inasmuch as 
the coils are physically oriented to respond to only lateral 
modulations. Output is a healthy 5mV, the recommended 
load is 47k ohms, and recommended VTF is 1.5–2gm. HR 
found the Grado to be great at suppressing surface noise; 
more important, on records ranging from solo gut-string 
guitar to opera, the Prestige ME+ Mono proved to be musi-
cally insightful and consistently rewarding: “The Grado’s 
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MICHAEL FEHLAUER MONOPHONIC VARIABLE 

EQ PHONOSTAGE: $1500 $$$

Designed and made in Germany by mono enthusiast 
Michael Fehlauer, the Monophonic is a single-channel, 
solid-state phono preamp with user-selectable gain for 
moving-coil, high-output moving-coil, and moving-mag-
net cartridges. Rather than using traditional switches, 
the Monophonic’s equalization settings are arrived at 
with two stepless, continuously variable potentiometers, 
thus offering far greater potential for fine tuning and ease 
of use. Included is a list of suggested settings for the EQ 
schemes of various record labels, including the modern 
RIAA standard. The sound was “stunningly clear, yet very 
colorful and well textured,” and Fehlauer’s suggested EQ 
settings were almost always dead on, said Art. “The Mono-
phonic didn’t just sound good: It was fun. And it made my 
record collection seem even bigger than it is by making 
it even more listenable than it was.” (Vol.36 No.12 WWW) 
NAGRA BPS: $2200 ★

The tiny, lightweight, battery-powered BPS is loosely 
based on Nagra’s more expensive VPS, but uses bipolar 
transistors instead of tubes. It provides 51dB gain in MM 
mode and 62dB in MC. With its “upfront transient speed, 
clarity, and focus,” the BPS was “a more neutral, accurate 
phono preamp than the lush, romantic VPS,” said Mikey. 
Overall, the BPS sacrificed sustain and richness for at-
tack and rhythm. Compared to the Audio Research PH7, 
the BPS was “lean, fast, tight, and clean,” lacking delicacy 
and harmonic complexity. MF: “If your system needs an 
injection of excitement, the BPS is guaranteed to do just 
that.” While the BPS sounded good plugged into the AC, 
it sounded better when powered by its own 9V battery, 
added FK, who bought the review sample. (Vol.32 Nos.6, 
8, & 10 WWW) 
PARASOUND HALO JC 3+: $2995 $$$ ★

The Halo JC 3 is a true dual-mono design with a large R-
core transformer power supply. Construction quality is 
first rate, top-shelf parts are used throughout, and the 
stout, heavy chassis is beautifully finished. In the JC 3, 
designer John Curl favored purity over adjustability, offer-
ing minimal loading options: 100 ohms or 47k ohms for 
moving-coil cartridges and 47k ohms for moving-magnet 
cartridges. Its fully direct-coupled RIAA equalization cir-
cuit is based on the circuit used in Curl’s famed Vendetta 
Research SCP-2, while the JC 3’s output stage is a true du-
al-differential, balanced design. In addition, the JC 3 has 
a built-in AC line conditioner, and its power supplies are 
modeled after those found in the extremely quiet JC 2 line 
stage. Though it lacked the dynamics and transparency 
of either the Pass Labs XP-25 or Ypsilon VPS-100, the JC 
3 combined superb musical grip and control with a tim-
brally and texturally ideal midrange. “The JC 3 represents 
the best current value in a phono preamp that I know of,” 
said MF. Though it lacked the Sutherland 20/20’s tonal 
richness and punchy sense of pace and drive, the Halo 
JC 3 produced a detail-rich sound with tight, extended 
lows, a clean midrange, and carefully drawn images on a 
huge, open soundstage. “If your tastes run to purity, clar-
ity, neutrality, and detail, you’ll be hard-pressed to find a 
better phono stage for anywhere near $2350,” BD con-
cluded, recommending a Class A rating. The JC 3 sounded 
remarkably similar to BJR’s reference, the Vendetta SCP-
2, but lacked some high-frequency purity and ambience 
recovery. JA noted superb measured performance. Plus 
version adds variable cartridge loading for the MC input. 
(Vol.34 Nos.3 & 10; Vol.35 No.2 WWW) 
PBN OLYMPIA PX-1: $22,000

Although MF wasn’t impressed with the styling of this 
American-made two-box phono pre—okay, he called it 
“butt-ugly”—he found a lot to love in its musical perfor-
mance. Designed and made by Peter B. Noerbaek, the 
Olympia PXi is a fully balanced, dual-differential pre using 
cascoded JFETS in its first gain stage and a complemen-
tary MOSFET source-follower in its output stage. Gain is 
switchable between 60 and 70dB, and the user can se-
lect among six different resistive loads, ranging from 50 
ohms to 47k ohms; input and output jacks are XLR only. 
As for the Olympia PXi’s sound, the prospective owner is 
advised: “Strap yourself in!” MF elaborated: “The grip the 

3440A device, found AD. Outwardly identical to the T1, the 
Hommage T2 takes the same uber-perfectionist approach 
and applies it to EMT’s high-output, high-impedance car-
tridges and pickup heads: the TSD 15, the OFD 25, and so 
forth. Unusually for a transformer designed around such 
motors, the Hommage T2 has a high turns ratio, and con-
sequently very high gain; it shouldn’t work—yet it does, 
brilliantly. The combination of the Hommage T2 and an 
EMT OFD 25 delivers the most dramatically impactful, 
tonally vivid phono playback ever heard by AD, who adds, 
“The T2 is so good, it’s sick!” (Vol.30 No.10, Vol.32 No.8, 
Vol.33 No.6 WWW)
YPSILON VPS-100: $26,000 ★

Made in Greece, the moving-magnet VPS-100 is beauti-
fully built and housed in a substantial aluminum case. 
It uses a 6CA4 rectifier tube and choke filter, while RIAA 
is accomplished passively with zero feedback using a 
transformer-based LCR network. All internal wiring is 
done by hand, point to point. While it couldn’t quite match 
the bottom-octave punch, definition, and extension of the 
Pass Labs XP-25, the Ypsilon produced a more transpar-
ent, silky, airy overall sound, said MF. “It produced an 
absolutely intoxicating blend of stupefyingly extended 
high frequencies, resolution, clarity, and transient preci-
sion, along with tight, deep, nimble, nonmechanical bass, 
and an ideally rich midrange,” said MF and has since pur-
chased the review sample. (Vol.32 No.8, Vol.34 No.3)

A

B.M.C. AUDIO PHONO MCCI: $4190

The Phono MCCI moving-coil phono preamp uses a 
current-injection input and has a fully balanced, single-
ended, class-A output stage. High-quality parts include 10 
ultralow-noise transistors, balanced-current capacitors, 
inductance-free polystyrene capacitors, thin-film metal 
resistors, gold-plated printed circuit boards, and a shield 
of copper-plated iron. Internal jumpers allow the user to 
select among three levels of gain, standard or Neumann 
RIAA, a subsonic filter, and various bass settings. Though 
it lacked some bass control, the MCCI produced “liquidity 
and harmonic richness along with warmth, speed, drive, 
three-dimensionality, and pitch-black backgrounds,” said 
Mikey. “B.M.C.’s Phono MCCI is exceptional, and easily 
among the best MC phono preamps available today at any 
price,” he concluded. On the test bench, the MCCI exhib-
ited low noise and low distortion. (Vol.36 Nos.6 & 9 WWW) 
CHANNEL D SETA MODEL L: $3799 ★

Designed to take full advantage of Pure Vinyl’s digital RIAA 
correction, the beautifully built Seta Model L includes bal-
anced and single-ended inputs, balanced unequalized 
outputs, variable gain, and a built-in, rechargeable battery 
power supply. Recordings made using the Seta Model L’s 
optional RIAA-equalized outputs were “models of clarity, 
definition, tonal accuracy, detail resolution, and spatial co-
herence,” said MF. “There is no doubt that the Seta Model 
L has been superbly engineered,” praised JA. Compared 
to the Liberty B2B-1, the Seta Model L lacked some mid-
bass energy, but did a better job of preserving recorded 
ambience, said JA, who also admired the Channel D’s 
superb measured performance. Optional internal RIAA 
compensation module adds $1199. (Vol.33 No.8; Vol.36 
No.12 WWW) 
DYNAMIC SOUNDS ASSOCIATES PHONO II:

$13,500

The Phono II is a versatile, full-function phono preamp 
with: three XLR/RCA MM/MC inputs, each independently 
adjustable for resistive or capacitive loading via front-
panel buttons; six loading choices; four gain levels (40, 
50, 60, and 66dB); and front-panel buttons for selecting 
mono playback, inverting polarity, activating a high-pass 
filter, and adjusting azimuth. Four all-FET gain stages 
use internal feedback, with passive RIAA equalization; 
the dual-mono design uses no global feedback and no 
step-up transformers. Connecting, configuring, and us-
ing the Phono II was a simple pleasure. The overall sound 
was extremely fast and transparent, with crystalline 
highs, clean attack transients, and a full bottom end, said 
Mikey. However, while the Phono II was generally quiet, it 
produced some odd mechanical noises when partnered 

with certain cartridges. The “odd mechanical noises (pro-
duced) when partnered with certain cartridges,” which 
last time relegated the DSA to Class B, turned out to be 
motor induction leakage that a running modification has 
remedied—hence this thus well-deserved kick upstairs to 
Class A. (Vol.36 No.10) 
HAGERMAN AUDIO LABS TRUMPET  

REFERENCE: $7200

Hagerman’s beautifully built, top-of-the-line phono pre-
amp uses four each 12AX7 and 12AU7 dual-triode tubes 
in a class-A, zero-feedback design. It employs choke-
regulated power supplies; DC heaters; passive split RIAA 
equalization; and a balanced, JFET-based, moving-coil 
input stage. Six front-panel pushbuttons allow the user to 
choose among four choices of EQ (AES, Decca/EMI, RIAA, 
Columbia/NAB), stereo or mono playback, MM or MC in-
put, polarity, two options of MC gain, and eight options of 
MC loading. Though it lacked some bass definition and dy-
namic impact, the Trumpet produced a relaxed, graceful 
sound, with an excellent sense of space, a rich midrange, 
and generous sustain, said Mikey. (Vol.37 No.2) 
KONDO GE-1: $10,000

Made in Japan, the GE-1 is a moving-magnet (34dB of 
gain) phono preamplifier with separate, switchable input 
pairs for two phono cartridges. It uses three Electro-Har-
monix 6072 dual-triode tubes, which provide a two-stage, 
zero-feedback gain circuit, and a cathode-follower final 
stage for low output impedance. Like Kondo’s matching 
Overture integrated amplifier, the GE-1 uses high-quality 
parts throughout, including silver wiring, handmade ca-
pacitors, bespoke resistors, a solid-copper ground plate, 
and a tuned chassis made from a combination of steel, 
brass, and aluminum. Though it was leaner and less boldly 
colorful than AD’s Shindo Masseto, the GE-1 sounded 
more open and modern, with a pleasantly extended top 
end and exceptional senses of scale and drive. (Vol.36 
No.11 WWW) 
LAMM INDUSTRIES LP 2.1 DELUXE: $8990

The LP2.1 Deluxe—the adjective refers to this version’s 
upgraded power supply, polystyrene bypass caps, and 
20.5-lb damping panel—is a single-box stereo phono pre-
amp with tube rectification and pairs of Russian-made 
6C3P and 6C45P-E triode tubes for the signal path. The 
dual-mono design has separate, switchable RCA-jack 
inputs for MM and MC cartridges, the latter of which ad-
dress a pair of Jensen 1:10 step-up transformers for ad-
ditional gain. Controls are minimal, with no provisions for 
varying the 400-ohm load of the MC inputs—although, 
as MF observed, that figure is “a good compromise for 
cartridges with internal impedances of about 40 ohms 
or less.” MF found the “smooth-sounding, well-detailed” 
LP2.1 to be remarkably free from noise—even quieter 
than some solid-state phono preamps—and observed 
that “the sound of MCs through the LP2.1’s transform-
ers was impressively fast, detailed, open, dynamic, and 
resolving—all without added glare, grain, or etch.” At the 
same time, he was even more impressed when preceding 
the Lamm’s MM stage with the Ypsilon MC-10L step-up 
transformer ($6000), which “seriously upped the sound 
quality along with the price.” Still, MF considers LP2.1 
Deluxe “fully competitive with anything at or near that 
price.” (Vol.38 No.3) 
LEHMANN DECADE: $2099

AD tends to prefer the sound, with an MC phono pickup, 
of a phono preamplifier plus an MC step-up transformer—
yet was pleasantly surprised when he replaced both with 
the Lehmannaudio Decade. This two-chassis, solid-state 
phono stage offers adjustable input impedance and 
gain—the latter up to 66dB, for very low-output cartridg-
es—and a switchable soft-rolloff filter. When substituted 
for both the CineMag Sky 30 transformer and the phono 
section of his Shindo Masseto preamplifier, the Decade 
presented AD with exceptional clarity, believable colors 
and textures, and “satisfying” force: “Yes, the Lehmannau-
dio preamp could be made even more explicitly forceful 
with the addition of a good transformer. . . . Considered 
on its own, the Lehmannaudio is easily the most impact-
ful solid-state phono preamplifier I’ve ever experienced.” 
(Vol.37 No.5 WWW) 
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shielded with mu-metal and potted in 10mm-thick en-
closures coated with soft iron-nickel. Though it lacked 
the “shimmering clarity” of the TruLife Audio Reikon, the 
Ypsilon MC10 produced an “exceptionally expansive and 
deep” soundstage with solid, dimensional, life-size imag-
es, said MF. The MC16 step-up transformer sounds identi-
cal to Ypsilon’s MC10 but adds 4dB of gain. Compared to 
the Music First step-up trannie, the MC16 sounded more 
open, transparent, extended, and three-dimensional, said 
MF. (Vol.32 No.8, Vol.35 No.6) 
ZESTO AUDIO ANDROS 1.2: $4700 ★

Made in the US, the Zesto Andros PS1.2 is a dual-mono 
tubed phono preamplifier with built-in step-up trans-
former and eight loading options. Its curvaceous, retro-
modern exterior doesn’t allow for front-panel controls, 
but the rear panel is clean, spacious, and logical. Separate 
moving-magnet and moving-coil inputs permit the simul-
taneous connection of two tonearms. The Zesto had an 
addictive, warm overall sound, with plenty of detail, im-
pact, and grace, said MF. “It’s among the more enjoyable 
and satisfying phono preamplifiers I’ve auditioned at any 
price,” he concluded. (Vol.36 No.3) 

B

AUDITORIUM 23 STANDARD: $995 $$$ ★

Designed and voiced for use with Denon’s DL-103, the Au-
ditorium 23 Standard uses two sealed trannies in a non-
descript aluminum case, and offers input and output re-
sistances of 7.8 and 505 ohms, respectively. With Denon, 
Zu, EMT, and Benz cartridges, the sound was “dramatic 
without being brash, and consistently full-bodied and 
colorful,” said AD. The Auditorium was “slightly coarser” 
than the Audio Note AN-S8, lacking some sweetness and 
color, but “a bargain” nevertheless, AD sums up. (Vol.30 
No.10 WWW) 
BLUE HORIZON IDEAS PROFONO: $1299

The British-made Profono offers user-selectable gain for 
moving-magnet and moving-coil cartridges, and is sup-
plied with three pairs of resistor-loaded RCA plugs, useful 
for changing the standard 47k ohm input load to values 
of 100, 470, or 100 ohms. (Plugs with custom values are 
available without charge to the unit’s original owner.) HR 
noted the Profono’s clarity and articulation—”[It] pre-
sented music with neoclassical precision,” he declared—
and that it made the Soundsmith Carmen cartridge sound 
“enjoyably more alive and sunny” than Soundsmith’s own 
MMP3 phono preamp. Use with bright-sounding cartridg-
es discouraged. (Vol.38 No.10 WWW) 
BOB’S DEVICES CINEMAG 1131: $1195 ★

Designed and made by Bob Sattin in North Carolina, the 
original CineMag step-up transformer is built into a rug-
ged little cast-alloy box, with a toggle switch for gain selec-
tion and another for grounding. It uses a pair of CineMag 
transformers, switchable between low- and high-gain 
settings. Build quality was excellent, with all electrical 
joints made using an American Beauty resistive soldering 
station. Compared to the built-in step-up in AD’s Shindo 
Masseto preamplifier, the CineMag was more colorful and 
punchy, with better timbral distinctions between instru-
ments, approaching the performance of the much more 
expensive Auditorium 23 Hommage T1. “Nothing less than 
wonderful,” Art said. CineMag 1131 phono transformer is 
switchable between high and moderately low gains (turns 
ratios of 1:40 and 1:20, respectively), and features gold-
plated connectors, and a ground-lift switch. Compared to 
the internal Lundahl transformers in AD’s Shindo pream-
plifier, the CineMag 1131 offered greater impact, immedi-
acy, and emotional intensity; compared to the Silvercore 
One-to-Ten transformer, the CineMag sounded “just as 
dynamic and punchy, but was also a little bit richer and far, 
far bigger,” he said. The 1131 is borderline Class A. (Vol.33 
No.6, Vol.35 No.5 WWW) 
GRAHAM SLEE REFLEX M: $1240 ★

Like Graham Slee’s previous designs, the lightweight Re-
flex M is housed in a small aluminum case and is powered 
by an outboard 24V DC power supply. RIAA equalization 
is applied actively with the negative feedback loop. There 
are no loading options. Compared to the Graham Slee Era 
Gold Mk.V, the Reflex M offered superior image solidity, 

PBN had on the music, from top to bottom of the spec-
trum, was immediately obvious and almost physically de-
manding to experience—but in a relaxed and very pleasing 
way. Dynamics were limitless. The terms bass extension 
and bass control took on new meanings.” For all that, MF 
wrote, “the PBN was also able to express instrumental li-
quidity and textural subtlety.” (Vol.37 No.9) 
PHASEMATION EA-1000: $15,000

The Japanese-made EA-1000 is built into separate left- 
and right-channel cases of copper-plated steel adorned 
with thick, brushed-aluminum faceplates. The first selec-
tor knob on each allows the choice between RIAA stereo 
and three mono curves—Columbia, Decca ffrr, and an 
“all-purpose 78rpm” curve—while additional controls ad-
just MC impedance and gain and select among three in-
puts: two MC, one MM. The single-ended, hybrid EA-1000 
uses three dual-triode tubes per channel, and its hefty 
outboard power supply is built around a 5U4G rectifier 
tube. In addition to praising its very quiet performance, 
MF noted the EA-1000’s “textural delicacy and detail” and 
its knack for delivering “rich, saturated harmonic colors.” 
Through the Phasemation, he said, “music was finely 
and delicately drawn, sounding sweet but not cloying, 
feathery but not smotheringly soft.” MF cautioned fans of 
large-scale music that, through the EA-1000, “the bottom-
most frequencies were somewhat less than fully realized.” 
(Vol.37 No.9) 
ROGERS HIGH FIDELITY PA-1A: $7400

Roger Gibboni’s first phono preamplifier uses three tubes 
per channel for MM cartridges, and adds to its MC inputs 
a pair of internal step-up transformers. (Even more gain 
can be had, albeit at a slight cost in noise, by substituting 
for the PA-1A’s 12AU7 tubes a spare pair of 12AX7 tubes, 
also supplied.) Capacitive and resistive loading are user 
adjustable, and a mute switch is included. Build quality is, 
as MF wrote, “impressive by any standard,” and tube life 
is expected to be in the neighborhood of 10,000 hours. 
MF praised the PA-1A’s “glorious, mesmerizingly rich 
midrange, and the overall drive and musical flow for which 
tubed phono preamps are renowned,” while noting “the 
less-than-taut-and-punchy bottom end for which they’re 
also known.” MF also discovered in the Rogers phono pre 
some susceptibility to hum with both MM and MC car-
tridges, necessitating care with cable choice and physical 
placement. His verdict: “If you listen mostly to acoustic 
jazz and/or classical music, the Rogers PA-1A, paired with 
a cartridge that’s fast, open, and extended on top, could 
be your ticket to long-term satisfaction.” (Vol.37 No.12) 
SHINDO LABORATORY AURIEGES EQUALIZER 

AMPLIFIER: $7895

Not to be confused with Shindo’s Aurieges or Aurieges-L 
preamplifiers—the former is line-plus-phono, the latter is 
line only—the curiously named Aurieges Equalizer Ampli-
fier is Shindo’s only standalone phono stage. The Aurieges 
Equalizer Amplifier is supplied in two boxes of identical 
size: a tube-rectified power supply and the preamp itself, 
the latter containing two pairs of NOS dual-triode tubes. 
(Its 6072 tubes are now pricey and difficult to find.) The 
Shindo has separate inputs for stereo and mono car-
tridges, both preceded by custom Lundahl step-up trans-
formers; a stereo/mono rotary switch is provided on the 
front panel, alongside a similar switch for selecting among 
RIAA, Columbia, and “78” equalization curves, the last ap-
parently an average of various curves from the 78rpm 
era. AD found that the Aurieges, when compared with the 
phono section of his Shindo Masseto preamplifier, had 
“even greater temporal realism,” and was characterized 
overall by a sound that was “chunky, solid, and colorful—
but mostly chunky.” He also found the Shindo’s Columbia 
setting improved the sound of some early LPs on that la-
bel; that setting, and the one for 78s, were also useful in 
taming various shellac discs in his collection. JA notes an 
unflat RIAA response and an extraordinarily high output 
impedance at low frequencies, which will make system 
optimization difficult. (Vol.38 No.11 WWW) 
SIMAUDIO MOON EVOLUTION 810LP: $13,000

The first phono preamp in Simaudio’s Moon Evolution line 
of cost-no-object designs, the fully balanced, dual-mono 
810LP is a beautifully built, rigid component weighing 

40 lbs and measuring 18.75" W by 4" H by 16.81" D. Its 
four-layer circuit board uses a five-point, gel-based, float-
ing suspension system derived from the Moon Evolution 
850P preamplifier, while the power supply features a 
high-quality toroidal transformer and multiple filtering 
and voltage-regulation stages. DIP switches on the bot-
tom panel provide unprecedented configurability: 64 
impedance loads, from 12.1 ohms to 47k ohms; 16 capaci-
tance settings, from 0 to 1120pF; 16 gain settings, from 40 
to 70dB; and RIAA or IEC equalization. The 810LP had a 
cool, dry overall sound with exceptional transparency, 
clean transients, muscular macrodynamics, and delicate 
microdynamics, but lacked harmonic richness, sound-
stage size, and top-end air, said MF. Can be upgraded with 
Simaudio’s Moon Evolution 820S power supply ($8000). 
(Vol.35 No.12, Vol.37 No.11, 820S WWW) 
SUTHERLAND ENGINEERING PHONO BLOCK:

$10,000/PAIR ★

The Phono Block is a stripped-down, optimized, no-
compromise design made of two completely separate but 
identical monophonic units. Each Phono Block itself com-
prises two heavily shielded, individual subchassis, one for 
the power supply and one for the audio stage, linked by 
the front and rear panels. The Phono Block offers one pair 
of inputs, two parallel pairs of outputs, a choice of three 
grounding schemes, and a built-in white-noise generator. 
Plug-in cards allow the user to select loading and gain. 
Like Sutherland’s battery-powered designs, the Phono 
Block had an uncanny ease and purity but a more realis-
tic and energetic sense of timing and pace, and created 
a larger, more enveloping soundstage, said BD. JA noted 
superb measured performance. (Vol.35 No.1 WWW) 
THRAX ORPHEUS: $21,500

Made in Bulgaria, the Orpheus is a vacuum-tube phono 
stage that uses a low-noise D3a pentode tube wired as 
a triode for both moving-magnet gain and to feed its 
constant-impedance RIAA section. The equalized signal 
feeds a Russian triode tube to provide the necessary out-
put gain, loaded by a Hashimoto isolation transformer; 
the additional gain required by moving-coil cartridges is 
provided by an amorphous-core Lundahl 1931 transform-
er with 1:8 and 1:16 selectable primaries. The Orpheus 
has three switchable inputs—two RCA and one XLR, the 
latter for use balanced cartridges/tonearms. Though it 
lacked some top-end extension and low-end impact, the 
Thrax produced a rich overall sound with a well-controlled 
bottom and fully fleshed-out midrange, said MF. (Vol.36 
No.12) 
VIVA AUDIO FONO MC: $15,900

Described by MF as “by far the most expensive 12AX7-
based MC phono preamp I’ve heard,” the Italian-made 
Fono MC also impressed Mikey as “the best sounding—or, 
at least, the lushest, the best-controlled, the most ex-
tended, and the least bloomy on the bottom end. It was 
also incredibly quiet, with enough gain (60dB) for MC 
cartridges of relatively low output.” That surplus of gain 
comes courtesy of the Fono MC’s custom-wound step-up 
transformers, which reside in one of the Viva preamp’s 
two large, stylishly curved enclosures. (That one is for the 
gain and equalization; the Viva’s slightly larger, heavier en-
closure contains the tube-regulated power supply.) MF’s 
conclusion: “If you listen mostly or exclusively to classical 
and/or jazz and can spend $15,900 on a phono preamp, 
the Fono should be on your very short list.” (Vol.39 No.3) 
YPSILON ELECTRONICS MC26-L STEP-UP 

TRANSFORMER: $6200

Because MF is not a gear slut, he does not own a selection 
of current-amplification phono preamplifiers—both by his 
own admission. For now, that vacuum has been filled by 
the loan of the Ypsilon MC26-L step-up transformer, the 
model number of which derives from the transformer’s 
26x turns ratio. According to MF, the MC26-L is “designed 
for use with very-low-impedance cartridges,” provides 
28.3dB of gain, and presents cartridges with a load of 70 
ohms. (Vol.38 No.6) 
YPSILON MC10 & MC16: $2800 ★

The MC10 transformer produces 20dB of gain and is 
intended for use with cartridges having an output range 
of 0.4–0.6mV. Its custom double-coil transformers are 
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insert the loading resistors of his or her choice. SM was 
won over by the Statement’s dynamic and rather bold, for-
ward sound, especially when compared with his reference, 
the more reticent NAD PP-3. Above all, SM was impressed 
by the Statement’s high value: “At $449, it strikes me as 
a bargain . . . dynamic and robust, with a great sense of 
space.” (Vol.37 No.5 WWW) 
MUSICAL FIDELITY V90-LPS: $229 $$$

Musical Fidelity’s new V90 line of small (6.6" by 4" by 
1.8"), affordable, Taiwanese-built electronics includes the 
V90-LPS phono preamplifier, offering two separate pairs 
of inputs—one for MM (47k ohm impedance), another 
for MC (100 ohm impedance)—selectable by means of a 
pushbutton toggle. ST, who insists that, “For jazz, analog 
is superior to digital,” tried the V90-LPS in place of his 
tried-and-true EAR 834P phono stage. His verdict: “Good 
enough and then some. It’s detailed, sweet, and dynamic, 
and flexible enough to accommodate almost any MM or 
MC cartridge.” (Vol.37 No.4) 
SCHIIT MANI: $129 $$$

Made in the US, the very affordable Schiit Mani was de-
signed by Theta Audio founder Mike Moffat. Powered by a 
16V wall wart, the Mani is built around a pair of op-amps, 
and provides user-adjustable DIP switches for gain and 
loading, with settings to suit moving-magnet and moving-
coil cartridges. In HR’s system, the Mani “threw a wide, 
deep, detailed soundstage that tended to get shadowy as 
it reached its outer limits.” HR felt that the Mani’s slight 
tendency toward darkness didn’t suit such cartridges as 
the Soundsmith Carmen; far better matches were the 
Grado ME+ Mono, the Shure SC35C, and, especially, HR’s 
Zu Denon DL-103. (Vol.38 No.10 WWW) 
SOUNDSMITH MMP3: $649.95 ★

The modest MMP3 provides 43dB gain, comes in a nicely 
machined aluminum case, and is powered by a 24V wall 
wart. It produced very quiet backgrounds and reasonably 
good dynamics, but bass extension and punch were only 
okay, its imaging was slightly diffuse, and its sound suf-
fered overall from a slight metallic haze. “It’s what you can 
expect for $400 [price when reviewed],” said MF. “If that’s 
what you can afford, the MMP3 at least gets the job done 
quietly and cleanly.” HR opined that, with his Ortofon and 
Grado cartridges, the MMP3 “leaned a little toward soft 
and dark, and a lot toward invisible.” (Vol.34 No.10, Vol.38 
No.6 WWW) 
TEKTRON ITALIA MONO: $1350 ★

Made in Italy exclusively for Robyatt Audio, the Mono 
Phono phono preamplifier is housed in a wood-frame box 
with a solid-copper top that doubles as a ground plane. 
The Tektron’s power supply uses an onboard mains trans-
former with an EZ80 full-wave rectifier tube for the rail 
voltage and a silicon rectifier bridge for the heater volt-
ages. Gain is supplied by a pair of 12AX7 dual-triode tubes, 
which share the signal path with a passive RIAA filter. Fit 
and finish were excellent. The sound was “workmanlike,” 
with a slightly bright tonal balance, decent musical flow, 
and a nice sense of presence, said AD. Also available as 
part of Robyatt Audio’s Ultimate Mono Record Playing 
System ($3000), with the Miyajima laboratory Premium 
Mono BE phono cartridge and Robyatt Audio True Mono 
SUT step-up transformer. (Vol.35 No.6 WWW) 

D

BOZAK MADISSON CLK-PH2: $19.95 $$$

Small, dark, and distant: That’s how SM described the 
sound of this small, dark, Taiwanese phono preampli-
fier, available for sale through the mail-order megalodon 
of your choice. So what do you want for 20 bucks (plus 
shipping): to live forever? For that kind of money, SM says, 
the Bozak Madisson CLK-PH2 is “totally recommended.” 
Extra points for performing humlessly without an exter-
nal power supply; bonus point for having the courage to 
add, at least phonetically, the word click to the name of a 
phono product. (Vol.37 No.5 WWW) 

NO CLASS DISTINCTION

REK-O-KUT RE-EQUALIZER MONO RECORD-

SPECIFIC EQUALIZER: $369 ★

transparency, and top-end extension, said MF. (Vol.35 
No.6) 
LEBEN RS-30EQ: $2695

Designed to match Leben’s CS300 integrated amp, the 
robustly built CS-30EQ has a decidedly old-fashioned 
look, with wood side panels and a gold-toned faceplate. 
It incorporates a pair of common dual-triode tubes for 
phono gain, but uses a CR-type equalization circuit rather 
than the more traditional negative-feedback type. A spe-
cially made “orient-core” power transformer is employed 
to minimize hum and noise. Combined with the CS300, 
the CS-30EQ delivered a rich, punchy, nuanced sound, 
said AD, who feels it a high value. “A pleasure to look at, a 
pleasure to use, and delightful to hear,” he concluded. JA 
was bothered by the CS-30EQ’s very high output imped-
ance, however, which restricts the CS-30EQ’s compatibil-
ity with preamps. (Vol.34 No.11 WWW) 
LEEMA ACOUSTICS ESSENTIALS: $749 $$$

The unprepossessing Leema Essentials phono preamp—
it’s built into a plain extruded-aluminum case, and its 
user controls are limited to pushbuttons for its rumble 
filter and to switch between moving-magnet (36dB) and 
moving-coil (62dB) levels of gain—impressed AD by de-
livering better sound and music than its relatively humble 
price had led him to expect. Despite the Leema’s not de-
livering quite the levels of substance, color, and natural 
texture as the best and most expensive alternatives, AD 
was satisfied with it, and noted its distinctive ability to pull 
musical sense from dense recordings: “I heard tangled 
skeins of sound resolve into flutes, clarinets, a bassoon, 
a contrabassoon, and an oboe.” In his measurements, JA 
discovered good RIAA accuracy with very good channel-
to-channel tracking and “superb overload margin” in MM 
mode, and MC measurements lagging only slightly behind 
those: “It was a pleasure to measure a product as well 
sorted.” (Vol.38 No.10 WWW) 
LFD PHONOSTAGE LE: $1295 $$$ ★

PHONOSTAGE LE SPECIAL: $1795 ★

Minimalist in design and appearance, the LFD Phonostage 
LE combines 28 resistors, 24 capacitors, 4 regulators, 2 
epitaxial diodes, 2 op-amps, and 1 transformer in a pleas-
ant-looking chassis of extruded aluminum. It has a fixed 
input impedance of 47k ohms and can be configured to 
provide appropriate gain for moving-magnet (39dB) or 
moving-coil (53dB) cartridges. Despite its modest design 
and price, the LFD was “a sonically refined, musically in-
volving, downright fun piece of gear,” with a nice sense of 
touch, good weight and impact, and beautifully rich tim-
bral colors, said AD. Upgraded with multistrand PC-OCC 
input wiring, multidiameter silver output wiring, taller 
viscoelastic isolation feet, and a larger power transformer, 
the Phonostage LE Special ($1895) offered greater nu-
ance, touch, detail, and scale for a more compelling listen-
ing experience, felt Art. “The measured performance of 
both versions was first-class,” said JA. (Vol.34 No.6 WWW) 
LIBERTY AUDIO B2B-1: $1749 ★

Made in the US, the all-FET, class-A B2B-1 comes in a 
heavy-duty aluminum chassis with a handsome black-
anodized faceplate. In addition to its chassis-mounted 
RCA input and output jacks, the B2B-1 provides single 
input and output XLR jacks for use as a fully differential 
mono phono preamp. Jumpers offer five choices of re-
sistive loading and two choices of gain. Though it lacked 
the Lejonklou Slipski’s midrange richness, the B2B-1 
produced an extremely quiet, authoritative, ultradynamic 
sound with deep bass, clean transients, fast attacks, and 
precise images. “It’s a mini Boulder 1008,” Mikey praised. 
The B2B-1 is one of the best-measuring phono preamps 
in JA’s experience. “Nice. Very nice,” he said. Sold factory-
direct with a two-week return policy. (Vol.34 No.10; Vol.35 
No.6 WWW) 
MANLEY CHINOOK: $2400 ★

Made in the US, the Chinook is a one-box, tube-and-FET-
cascode, MM/MC phono preamp. A pair of dual-triode 
6922 tubes produces the gain, while a second, direct-cou-
pled pair drives the output. Resistive and capacitive load-
ing are selectable via rear-panel DIP switches. Though it 
lacked the slam and intensity of Manley’s much more ex-
pensive Steelhead, the Chinook had a subtly warm overall 

sound, with clean transient attacks, generous sustain and 
decay, reasonably taut bass, and good soundstaging and 
imaging, said MF. (Vol.35 No.8) 
MUSIC FIRST AUDIO STEP-UP TRANSFORMER:

$3100 ★

The impeccably built Music First comes in an attractive 
aluminum case and uses Stevens & Billington TX103 nick-
el-core transformers. Three turns-ratio options (1:5, 1:10, 
and 1:20) and six loading options (10k, 20k, 30k, 40k, 80k 
ohms, and Open Circuit) are selectable via Swiss-made 
ELNA silver-contact rotary switches; internal connections 
are made with 0.6mm single-strand, silver- and Teflon-
coated wire. Compared to the Ypsilon MC16, the Music 
First lacked transparency, top-end extension, and tran-
sient snap, said MF. (Vol.35 No.6) 
NVO SPA-II: $7000

Imported from Cyprus by Sounds of Silence, the SPA-II 
is an all-tube, MC/MM phono preamp with a simple alu-
minum chassis. It has no step-up transformers, but pro-
vides 62dB of gain; MC loading is done with RCA or XLR 
plugs fitted with resistors. The SPA-II ran very warm but 
was exceptionally quiet; it produced sweet highs, a warm 
midrange, and well-controlled, full-bodied bass, said MF. 
(Vol.36 No.7) 
ROBYATT AUDIO MONO: $675 ★

Simple inside and out, the True Mono SUT step-up trans-
former is made to Robyatt’s specifications by AK Audio 
of Brooklyn, New York, and comprises just a single trans-
former and some bits of wire and connectors in a clean 
copper case. Fit and finish were rough. The True Mono 
SUT worked well with every mono cartridge AD had on 
hand and exhibited a “tremendous sense of scale and 
cavernously deep bass response.” Also available as part 
of Robyatt Audio’s Ultimate Mono Record Playing System 
($3000), with the Miyajima laboratory Premium Mono BE 
phono cartridge and Tektron Italia Mono phono preamp. 
(Vol.35 No.6 WWW) 
SOUNDSMITH MCP2: $999.95 $$$ ★

Similar in appearance to the Soundsmith MMP3, the 
MCP2 offers 62dB gain and continuously variable loading 
from 10 to 5k ohms. It had a smooth, well-balanced overall 
sound with a slightly warm midrange, a moderately deep 
soundstage, and fair bass extension. Mikey found that the 
MCP2’s overall smoothness made long listening sessions 
easy, but turning the volume up too far resulted in exces-
sive glare. Compared with the far more expensive Ypsilon 
VPS-100, the MCP2 exhibited a tendency toward bright-
ness and electronic haze, said MF. (Vol.34 No.10, Vol.35 
No.3) 
SUTHERLAND INSIGHT: $1400 $$$

The dual-mono, AC-powered Insight has a case of cold-
rolled steel with a powder coat of baked-on epoxy and 
uses Wima polypropylene-film capacitors, Dale/Vishay 
metal-film resistors, and gold-plated RCA and internal 
jumper jacks. Gain and loading options are adjustable. 
Compared with the Musical Fidelity M1ViNYL, the In-
sight offered greater dynamic thrust and slightly more 
transparency but lacked midrange warmth, said MF. “The 
Insight is easy to recommend,” he said. This phono pre 
lacks the drive and impact of the best units I’ve heard, 
and is also slightly short on texture, but it’s wonderfully 
quiet and pure-sounding, with a nice sense of flow, sums 
up AD. He advises owners of early-production units to call 
the factory to determine if their Insights are in need of an 
upgrade: an IC replacement that most users will be able 
to perform themselves without difficulty. (Vol.36 No.8, 
Vol.37 No.10 WWW)

C

LEHMANN AUDIO BLACK CUBE STATEMENT:

$449 $$$

The bearer of Lehmannaudio’s loftiest product name is 
in fact their least expensive phono preamplifier: a solid-
state device built into a single (not counting the wall wart) 
and decidedly nonfancy aluminum box. The 1.75" by 4" by 
4.25" Statement offers the user a choice of four gain set-
tings (31, 41, 51, or 61dB) and three input-impedance se-
lections (100, 1k, and 47k ohms), the latter supplemented 
with open slots on its circuit board into which the user can 
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MELCO N1A: $1999 $$$

The audio division of Japanese manufacturer Melco—the 
parent company of the ginormous computer-peripheral 
manufacturer Buffalo Incorporated—has been resur-
rected as a maker of networked audio components. The 
new N1A server, which Melco calls a High Resolution Digi-
tal Music Library, contains 4TB of (Seagate) internal stor-
age, the contents of which can be converted to analog by 
means of Ethernet connection to a network (or direct to a 
network player), or USB connection to a USB DAC. (Direct-
connected network players must offer a hardware-based 
means of controlling playback.) Using an NDK ultra-low-
jitter clock, the N1A also reclocks all data before scoot-
ing it on its way. As ML put it, “The Melco N1A Buffaloed 
my combination of MacBook Pro and Synology NAS. It 
destroyed them, embarrassed them, gave them a good 
schooling. Music sounded obviously—frighteningly—
more refined, more spacious, and more natural through 
the N1A. End of story. I can’t imagine anyone in this uni-
verse who does nothing else while listening to music mak-
ing the same comparison and not hearing this difference.” 
(Vol.39 No.3 WWW) 
MERIDIAN SOOLOOS SYSTEM: $7000–$10,500 

DEPENDING ON OPTIONS ★

Originally branded as Sooloos, this hard-drive–based 
networked music system includes the Source:One system 
controller with 24-bit/192kHz converters sourced from 
RME, two-channel analog and digital outputs, and four-
port Ethernet switch; the Store/Twinstore hard drive with 
mirrored storage for the contents of over 2000 CDs (en-
coded in the lossless FLAC format); and the Control:One, 
a 17” LCD touchscreen display/interface with CD drive. 
Additionally, Sooloos’s ControlPC software can be used 
to control the system and manage hard-drive data. Setup 
and use were simple and intuitive. “Using the Sooloos got 
me more deeply involved with my music library than at 
any time since I began collecting many years ago,” com-
mended JI. “If you have thousands of albums on a music 
server, there is simply no better way to manage them,” he 
adds. Linked to the Meridian Reference 861 pre-pro via its 
S/PDIF output, the Sooloos produced dynamic, involving 
performances. “When used as a digital source for a qual-
ity DAC, the Sooloos was as good as any other CD source 
I’ve tried,” praised KR. JI notes as of February 2009 that 
almost a year after he first set up the Sooloos, it still holds 
its own against iTunes and other server products that have 
appeared in the last 12 months. As of summer 2009, the 
Control:One touchscreen interface became the Control 10 
and has a handy S/PDIF out, which means you can use 
the DAC of your choice. All of the Control 10’s networking 
hardware is contained in its slim base; it offers a wealth of 
connectors, including S/PDIF and Meridian SpeakerLink 
outputs, DC power in, and an Ethernet port, and allows 
the importing of hi-rez audio and WAV files. In addition, 
many of the Sooloos’s stock features have been made 
more intuitive while reducing the number of interim steps 
for faster management of your music library. The Control 
15 ($7500), the latest version of the Sooloos touchscreen, 
comes with a 500G internal hard drive, while the Media 
Drive 600 ($5000), the current RAID 1 housing compo-
nent, has room for a mirrored pair of 2TB hard disks. The 
Control 15 lacks a DAC but is now compatible with virtu-
ally all non-DRM file types, and its S/PDIF output sup-
ports resolutions up to 24-bit/96kHz. JI: “I still don’t think 
there’s a better overall music-server system for the music 
lover and audiophile who wants to do away with the clutter 
of CDs and iTunes” and agrees with MF that the Control 
15 was fully competitive with the cost-no-object MSB disc 
transport. (Vol.31 No.9, Vol.32 No.10, Vol.35 No.7 WWW) 
MSB PLATINUM DATA CD IV: $3995 ★

Designed to match MSB’s Diamond DAC IV, the Platinum 
Data CD IV transport is compatible with CDs or WAV files 
(up to 32-bit/384kHz) on DVD-R, and provides coaxial, 
TosLink, AES/EBU, and MSB Network outputs. It spins 
CDs at up to 40 times the real-time rate, then rereads 
each sector to ensure correct data retrieval; if it finds any 
differences, the MSB assumes that all reads were incor-
rect, and adjusts spin speed, tracking, and laser focus as 
many times as necessary to achieve a “perfect” result. 

Built into a small metal box attached to a rack-width panel 
of black aluminum, the Rek-O-Kut Re-Equalizer is de-
signed to work with the gain and EQ of an existing phono 
preamp, making it “perhaps the least expensive and sim-
plest of all 78rpm-specific equalizers on the market,” said 
AD. Included in the owner’s manual are several pages of 
thorough EQ recommendations for various labels and two 
pages of helpful tips on record labels and matrix numbers. 
Though it added a very slight veiling to the sound, the Re-
Equalizer proved effective, useful, and fun. (Vol.32 No.1 
WWW)
SENTEC EQ11: $2500

The Sentec EQ11 is a four-tube phono stage that provides 
an input impedance of 45k ohms, approximately 30dB 
of gain, and RIAA phono equalization. What set the EQ11 
apart from other such MM-appropriate preamps are five 
additional, switch-selectable EQ curves for the most com-
mon types of vintage record, including those for early 
Columbia LPs and Decca (and other) 78s. The Sentec’s 
raison d’etre, per HR: “If you start buying a lot of col-
lectible old records pressed before 1965, you’ll certainly 
notice that the music on some labels sounds a lot better 
than the music on others. The purpose of the Sentec EQ11 
is to make many of those differences go away.” HR said 
the Sentec EQ11, used with the Miyajima Spirit Mono car-
tridge, “can show you a lot of what you still haven’t heard 
from your old records. This combo . . . not only makes the 
records of the past sound good, it makes them sound the 
way your brain knows they’re supposed to sound.” Note 
that the EQ11’s gain and input impedance won’t suit the 
majority of MC cartridges, for which an outboard step-up 
transformer is suggested. While photographing the EQ11, 
JA hoisted it onto his test bench and found that, despite 
some minor differences in gain, the shapes of the various 
EQ curves were consistent from channel to channel—and 
correlated with HR’s observations. The THD+noise per-
centage was extremely low, and harmonic distortion was 
“fairly low and almost entirely second harmonic in nature,” 
although intermodulation distortion was higher than ex-
pected. His verdict: “Despite its modest appearance and 
wall-wart power supply, Sentec’s EQ11 offers respectable 
measured performance to accompany its flexibility of 
equalization.” (Vol.37 Nos. 10 & 12 WWW) 
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Musical Fidelity M1ViNL, PTE MMMC-R, discontinued; 
Boulder 1008, EAR 834P, Haniwa Audio System HEQA01, 
NAD PP4, Pass Labs XP-25, all not auditioned in a long 
time.

SACD, DVD-A, & CD PLAYERS  
& TRANSPORTS & MEDIA 
PLAYERS

Editor’s Note: SACD and DVD-A player ratings are based 
on how they sound with their respective hi-rez media, not 
CD.

A+

ANTIPODES DX REFERENCE: $8725 WITH 4TB 

INTERNAL STORAGE

What could tempt the frugal JA into forsaking his comput-
er-based file-playing system for a high-quality dedicated 
music server? The latter must offer sound quality with 
which the former does not compete—and that’s precisely 
what he found in the Kiwi-built Antipodes DX Reference. 
The DX Reference, which runs on the Linux operating sys-
tem, runs Vortex-Box for setup, control, and disc ripping, 
and Squeezebox Server for managing the music library. It 
supports up to 32-bit/384kHz PCM, and DSD64 and 128. 
With file after file, JA noted that recorded music took on 
a greater sense of palpable presence—”a tangible Bob 
[Dylan] was there, standing between the GamuT speak-
ers”—through the Antipodes DX Reference. His conclu-

sion: “My audiophile persona felt that, with the DX, there 
was a greater sense . . . of involvement with the overall 
sound.”Price without storage is $5700; 1TB $6700; 2TB, 
$7375. (Vol.38 No.10 WWW) 
AURENDER N10: $7999 WITH 4TB STORAGE

See JA’s review in this issue. 
BRYSTON BDP-2: $2995

Essentially a beefed-up BDP-1 (reviewed by LG in Vol.34 
No.6), the BDP-2 replaces the original’s 0.5GHz processor 
with a 1.6GHz Intel Atom N450, and its single-amp linear 
power supply with a larger toroidal transformer specified 
to provide 10 amps of peak current. In addition, the BDP-2 
has two Ethernet connectors (instead of the BDP-1’s one), 
six USB ports (instead of four), a new eSATA connector, 
and accommodations for an internal SSD data-storage 
card. Compared to the BDP-1, the BDP-2 sounded just 
as detailed and dynamic, but offered significantly faster 
load times and produced highs that were more effort-
less, said LG. The latest improvements “greatly enrich 
this digital player’s versatility and value,” he concluded. 
In 2015, Bryston upgraded the BDP-2’s audio board with 
a new Integrated Audio Device (IAD) that is retrofittable 
and can be installed in the field. (The new board costs 
$500.) Following the instructions supplied by Bryston, 
LG installed the upgrade in his own BDP-2, and while that 
process wasn’t 100% glitch-free, it was over in an hour, 
and Larry is now sitting up and taking solid nourishment. 
(Kidding. He’s fine.) With the new IAD in place, LG noticed 
a number of refinements, including quicker percussion 
transients and the elimination of an etched quality that 
otherwise plagued some recordings. As he recommends, 
“If you already own a Bryston BDP-2, don’t hesitate to get 
the IAD upgrade kit.” (Vol.36 No.10, Vol.38 No.10, Vol.39 
No.2 WWW) 
DCS VIVALDI: $114,996/SYSTEM AS REVIEWED

The latest dCS digital playback system comprises the Viv-
aldi DAC ($35,999), which can decode every digital reso-
lution from MP3 to DSD and DXD, provides 10 filter options 
(six for PCM, four for DSD), and offers every digital input 
other than Ethernet; the Vivaldi Upsampler ($21,999), 
which can upconvert even the lowest-resolution MP3 data 
to 24/384, DSD, and DXD, or any format in between; the 
Vivaldi Master Clock ($14,999), containing two groups 
of four clock outputs, which can be independently set; 
and the Vivaldi Transport ($41,999), a smooth, quiet, 
quick-booting SACD/CD drive based on TEAC’s Esoteric 
VRDS Neo disc mechanism, controlled by dCS-designed 
signal-processing electronics, and capable of upsampling 
CDs to DSD or DXD. In addition to updated casework and 
cosmetics, the Vivaldi products use a complete revision 
of dCS’s Ring DAC topology, increasing the Ring DAC’s 
available dynamic range and decreasing its jitter. Though 
setup was complicated, the Vivaldi components produced 
“a texturally supple, delicate, musically involving sound 
filled with color and life,” said MF. On the test bench, the 
Vivaldi measured superbly, improving on dCS’s Scarlatti 
in almost every way. “Wow!” said JA. (Vol.37 No.1 WWW) 
MARANTZ NA-11S1 MEDIA SERVER: $3499

Launched to celebrate Marantz’s 60th anniversary, the 
NA-11S1 is a remote-controlled, network-connected me-
dia player and D/A processor with two user-selectable 
digital filters and direct access to SiriusXM, Pandora, Spo-
tify (separate subscription required), and Internet radio. 
A front-panel type-A USB connector can be used both 
to connect an iPod and to play up to 24-bit/96kHz files 
from a USB memory stick, while a rear-panel USB2.0B 
port allows the NA-11S1 to decode high-resolution PCM 
and DSD audio streamed from a PC. Though it can play 
WMA, MP3, ALAC, WAV, and FLAC files, the NA-11S1 is 
incompatible with AIFF files. The player also has a front-
panel headphone jack, coaxial and optical S/PDIF outputs 
(on XLRs), and balanced and unbalanced analog outputs 
(on RCAs). The Marantz held its own against the 12-times-
more-expensive MSB Diamond DAC IV, with a sound that 
was smooth, warm, and natural, only slightly sacrificing 
leading-edge definition, dynamics, and sense of pace, said 
JA. “This is a first-rate D/A converter that offers sound 
quality competitive with the best at a relatively affordable 
price,” he summed up. (Vol.36 No.10 WWW) 
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Why Buy the Record Doctor V?
Stereophile magazine called Record Doctor “the least expen-

sive way to eff ectively clean records.” Stereophile’s Analog 

Expert, Michael Fremer, reported “I highly recommend the 

Record Doctor V to any serious vinyl fan.”

Try the Record Doctor V Risk Free!
Order a Record Doctor now and clean LPs 

for 30 days. If you’re not completely 

satisfi ed, return it for a full refund. 

We think you’ll love the good medi-

cine that the Record Doctor brings to 

your music.

Record Doctor V with 4 oz. fluid 

applicator bottle, applicator brush, 

and illustrated cleaning instructions. 

[RDV] Was $299, for a limited time only 
$199.00 – Plus Free Shipping in the US

Smart Reasons to Vacuum-Clean Your Vinyl!
Clean records sound better than dirty records. According to 

US Government expert Gerald L. Gibson, “Dust can become 

embedded permanently into the disc’s grooves, causing distor-

tion of the transmitting signal, ticks, pops, and inferior sound 

quality.”* Vacuum-cleaning your LP greatly reduces annoying 

clicks, pops, surface noise and distortion. Plus, it makes 

sense that clean, well-cared-for records are worth 

more than dirty, poor-sounding discs. Protect your 

valuable vinyl investment with the aff ordable 

Record Doctor.

Why the Low Price?
T e Record Doctor features the same pow-

erful vacuum motor as the more expensive 

machines, but doesn’t have the expensive 

motor that spins the records for you. So 

turn your vinyl records by hand and save 

a heap of cash!
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Why Clean My Records?

*Gerald L. Gibson, Head of the Motion Picture, Broadcasting, and Recorded Sound Division of the Library of Congress, 1991
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revision. The improved Ayre offered a more vivid and 
tactile presentation, distinguishing itself as “an almost 
aggressively rhythmic player, yet one with a wide open 
and transparent view of the sound,” said AD. “Taut and 
tuneful, much better than original CX-7,” adds WP. RD’s 
new reference for high-end CD players. Further testing 
showed that the CX-7e exhibited excellent measured 
performance, though its noise floor wasn’t as low as that 
of the C-5xe. WP preferred the rhythmic drive and huge 
soundstage of Ayre’s C-5xe universal player. Now sup-
plied with MP upgrade—upgrading a CX-7e to MP status 
costs $250–$900, depending on the age of the unit, 
and includes a reconfigured DAC, upgraded wiring, and 
new operating-system firmware for faster track access. 
The CX-7eMP produced a more natural onset and decay 
of transients with better-defined air around instruments, 
resulting in a sound that was “more like live music and less 
like a recording,” said RD. Compared to the Luxman D-05, 
the Ayre was more articulate and focused but lacked the 
Luxman’s full, rich midrange, said JM. (Vol.26 No.5, Vol.27 
No.12, Vol.29 No.2, Vol.31 No.1, Vol.32 Nos.2 & 10; Vol.35 
No.4, Vol.38 No.2 WWW; see also “The Fifth Element” in 
Vol.34 No.2 and Vol.35 No.4 WWW) 
BAETIS XR3 MEDIA SERVER: $7995

In a world of high-end media servers that support only 
two-channel playback, the multichannel Baetis XR2—
described by KR as “a complete hardware-and-software 
package to which the user need add nothing but more 
storage”—stands out. Essentially a fourth-generation 
IntelCore i7 computer, the cooling system of which has 
been optimized for silent operation, the XR2 runs Win-
dows 7 and uses JRiver Media Center playback software. 
During setup, an icon on the computer’s desktop allows 
a Baetis technician to “see” and control the XR2 while 
speaking on the phone with the user; thus KR was up and 
running in no time: “After boot-up, I loaded JRiver’s Media 
Center 19, clicked on a music file, and was able to play via 
S/PDIF immediately.” KR put his multichannel aspirations 
on temporary hold, compared the S/PDIF output with that 
of other players and servers, and concluded that the XR2 
“produced the best two-channel sound from every DAC 
I tried” at every level of resolution, including DSD-over-
PCM. Turning to multichannel playback via the Baetis’s 
USB and HDMI outputs, KR was equally impressed, ob-
serving that his go-to multichannel disc “had never, ever 
sounded better. Every instrument was right in the room, 
and well defined from left to right and from front to back. 
Luscious.” KR’s experience of the current XR3 version 
continues the recommendation. (Vol.37 No.9, Vol.38 No.9 
WWW) 
DIGIBIT ARIA MUSIC SERVER: $6495 AS 

REVIEWED

With their beautifully styled Aria, server specialists DigiBit 
have entered the hardware market with a prepackaged, 
dedicated music server that can play multichannel files. 
The Aria runs a heavily customized version of JRiver, and 
is available with or without an internal DAC, and with or 
without on-board 4TB or 2TB file storage, the latter as 
either solid-state or a hard disk; KR skipped the DAC, ow-
ing to its two-channel limitations, but opted for the 2TB 
hard drive. With the Aria’s S/PDIF output connected to 
his exaSound e28 DAC and with Aria’s app downloaded 
to his iPad, KR was up and running in 10 minutes. Oddly, 
the Aria’s manual makes no mention of multichannel, 
but, as KR points out, “the Aria handles multichannel files 
with the same facility as it does two-channel. The only dif-
ference is that you need to ask DigiBit to install the ap-
propriate ASIO driver for your device.” Even so equipped, 
the Aria’s built-in ripper did not do multichannel; apart 
from that, as KR wrote, the Aria was “a delight to use and 
makes no compromise in sound quality. Fundamentally, 
the Aria’s sound was as satisfying as that of other high-
quality, computer-based servers.” (Vol.38 No.3 WWW) 
METRONOME TECHNOLOGIE CD8T SIGNATURE:

$11,800

Made in France, the exquisitely built CD8T Signature CD 
player measures 17.5" W by 4.5" H by 17" D and, thanks 
in part to its three toroidal transformers, weighs 33 lbs. It 
uses a top-loading Philips CDM12 transport mechanism 

While the MSB outclassed the Oppo BDP-83, offering 
greater detail, scale, and dynamics, JI was hard-pressed to 
pick a favorite between the MSB and his Meridian Sooloos 
server. Signature Transport Power Base adds $3495. 
(Vol.35 No.10 WWW) 
NAD MASTERS SERIES M50 DIGITAL MUSIC 

PLAYER: $2499

Offered by NAD as “computer audio without the com-
puter,” the Masters Series M50 looks like a high-end disc 
player—its front-mounted, slot-loading CD mechanism al-
lows it to function as such—but is, in fact, a 24-bit/192kHz 
file player. Intended for use with an external file-storage 
device and an outboard D/A converter—it lacks an in-
ternal hard drive, and its varied output jacks are digital 
only—the M50 supports most PCM files, as well as the 
cloud services Rdio, Slacker, Tidal, TuneIn, WiMP, Qobuz, 
and HighResAudio. As for ripping files, unless the M50 
doesn’t detect a storage device—in which case it simply 
plays whatever CD is fed into its slot—its control software 
gives the user a choice of prompts or defaults, automati-
cally indexes the rips, and retrieves from the Internet all 
metadata and “artwork.” In our review, the M50 played 
music files from both its companion NAD Master Series 
M52 Music Vault storage device ($1999) and an Ethernet-
connected NAS on JA’s home network, and worked well 
with both NAD’s Master Series M51 DAC ($1999) and the 
Auralic Vega converter, although JA preferred the more 
robust-sounding Auralic. Overall, JA rated the M50 “a true 
high-end source.” (Vol.37 No.5 WWW) 
PS AUDIO PERFECTWAVE MEMORY PLAYER:

$3999

“Listening to familiar recordings, recent as well as some 
from the early days of CD, I heard more musical detail 
from them than I previously had. This detail was not a 
matter of exaggerated treble, which can give an impression 
of increased detail, but was genuinely higher resolution 
manifested by greater differentiation among the sounds 
of instruments and rhythmic patterns,” said RD about CD 
playback in his enthusiastic review. (Vol.38 No.2 WWW) 

A

AESTHETIX SATURN ROMULUS: $7000

The Saturn Romulus is a robustly built, remote-controlled, 
tubed CD player–DAC. Its digital section uses Gordon 
Rankin’s Streamlength asynchronous USB protocol, a 
Motorola DSP56362 chip in the filter section, a Burr-
Brown PCM 1792A DAC chip, and includes a full comple-
ment of digital inputs that decode every resolution up 
to 24-bit/192kHz. The analog circuit is a zero-feedback 
design, with both balanced and unbalanced outputs, 
driven by two 12AX7 and two 6DJ8 or 6922 tubes. Though 
it lacked the image specificity and soundstage depth of 
the Benchmark DAC1 USB, the Romulus combined excel-
lent dynamic impact and bass slam with sweet mids and 
highs, said JI. “The design, engineering, and build quality 
are top-notch for its price—and for the tube enthusiast, 
it’s a no-brainer,” he concluded. Though the Romulus 
measured well overall, JA discovered that its high analog 
noise floor obscures its effective resolution of digital data 
with >16-bit word lengths. Switched-resistor volume con-
trol adds $1000. (Vol.36 No.10 WWW) 
ACOUSTIC RESEARCH AR-M2 PORTABLE 

PLAYER: $1199

See JA’s review in this issue. 
ASTELL&KERN AK240 PORTABLE PLAYER:

$2500

The luxury choice in high-resolution portable music play-
ers,” according to ML, the Astell&Kern AK240 contains 
within its milled-from-solid casework dual Cirrus Logic 
CS4398 DAC chips, 256GB of internal memory, a microSD 
slot, separate single-ended and true balanced headphone 
jacks—and the company’s trademark knurled volume 
knob. With the company’s MQS app, the AK240 user can 
stream, from any Windows or OS computer, PCM files up 
to 24-bit/192kHz, plus single- and double-rate DSD files. 
The AK240 can also be enjoyed as a USB DAC, or used as 
a wired or wireless source component for one’s home sys-
tem. And we haven’t even mentioned the vegetable tan-
ning of its Italian-leather case. The AK240 presented ML 

with performance “at once resolute and finely detailed,” 
though he noted that he’s heard richer, riper sound from 
other products. “The slight thinness I’d heard through the 
‘phones became more evident through my main system, 
making less-than-stellar recordings sound a bit rough 
around the edges. On the other hand, great-sounding re-
cordings, such as Santana’s Abraxas in DSD, were given 
their due by the AK240.” Subsequent to ML’s review, JA 
measured the AK240 and declared, “Astell&Kern’s AK240 
gets a clean bill of health—and I shared ML’s enthusiasm 
for its sound. While the AK240 is expensive, high-resolu-
tion sound on the go doesn’t get any better. I’m sending 
the review sample back to iriver before I’m tempted to buy 
it!” (Vol.37 No.11, Vol.39 No.4 WWW) 
AUDIO NOTE CDT ONE/II: $4100

At the core of the front-loading CDT One/II transport is 
a Philips L 1210/S mechanism, the stock logic board of 
which is supplemented with a second board, apparently 
designed and built by Audio Note. The 11.7" W by 5.7" H by 
16.2" D steel case contains a decidedly robust power sup-
ply, and a length of Audio Note’s AN-V silver interconnect 
carries the signal to the CDT One/II’s outputs: a choice 
of S/PDIF (RCA) or AES/EBU (XLR). The combination of 
this transport with Audio Note’s DAC 2.1x Signature D/A 
converter was praised by AD as comprising a CD player 
almost unrivaled in “the ability to involve me in the magic 
of notes and rhythms.” His conclusion: “Vigorously recom-
mended.” JA noted that the Audio Note’s error correction 
“is better than that required by the CD standard, but is not 
as good as other current transports.” (Vol.39 No.1 WWW) 
AUDIO RESEARCH CD9: $13,000

The CD9 is a top-loading, remote-controlled, tubed CD 
player with optional on-the-fly upsampling, two digital 
construction filters, and a full set of digital inputs and out-
puts. Four 6H30 dual-triode tubes drive the analog sec-
tion; a fifth 6H30 and a 6550C regulate the power supply. 
The CD9 uses four digital-to-analog converters (two per 
channel, each in dual-mono mode) and handles resolu-
tions up to 24 bits and sample rates up to 192kHz. Though 
just as open, detailed, and emotionally compelling as the 
similarly priced Krell Cipher, the CD9 traded the solid-
state player’s better-defined transient attacks for body 
and harmonic bloom, said FK. “The CD9 is a superb ma-
chine for spinning CDs and streaming hi-rez downloads, 
a superb source for today and tomorrow,” he concluded. 
(Vol.36 No.10 WWW) 
AURALIC ARIES NETWORK BRIDGE: $1599

The Auralic Aries network player, which supports the 
UPnP and OpenHome standards, has inputs for WiFi and 
Ethernet, plus a recently implemented input for a USB 
Network-Attached Storage (NAS) device. The Aries user 
must supply his or her own network router and DAC (digi-
tal outputs on the Aries include USB, TosLink, coaxial S/
PDIF, and AES/EBU), and must also download the Auralic 
Lightning DS app—at present available only for the iPad, 
though Android support is said to be coming. Those re-
quirements fulfilled, the Aries, whose curvaceous body 
conceals an internal WiFi antenna, can wirelessly stream 
up to double-DSD, and supports lossless streaming from 
the services Qobuz and WiMP/Tidal. As ML wrote, “The 
Aries presented a seemingly lower noise floor than my 
MacBook Pro. There was a sense of greater resolution, 
and an increase in dynamic snap similar to what I’d heard 
with the [Simaudio] MiND.” (Vol.38 No.1 WWW) 
AYRE ACOUSTICS CX-7EMP: $3950 ★

In his measurements, JA concluded that the original CX-7 
CD player was “a model of modern CD-playing design....
[It] sounds as clean as it looks. Its balance is vibrant, its 
bass well-defined and deep, its highs clean, detailed, and 
well-resolved.” He was impressed by the way the original 
CX-7 preserved the “fragile sense of an acoustic around 
recorded instruments....Nothing sounded confused or 
obscured via the CX-7.” While appearing physically un-
changed, the CX-7e has undergone several upgrades, 
including a new FPGA chip. Sounding “superbly rich, 
smooth, and detailed,” with “velvety highs and an enor-
mously deep bass,” the CX-7e “fully deserves a Class A 
rating in Stereophile’s ‘Recommended Components,’” 
decreed JA after auditioning an early version of the “E” 
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and a single 6922 tube, and has a 24-bit/192kHz-capable 
asynchronous USB input, an S/PDIF output, and balanced 
and single-ended stereo outputs. It produced coherent, 
compelling overall sound with superb low-level resolution, 
an excellent sense of space, and an absence of anything 
digital, said ST. “The Metronome Technologie CD8T is 
more than an exceptional work of engineering: it is an ex-
pression and triumph of art,” he concluded. (Vol.36 No.11) 
MSB UNIVERSAL MEDIA TRANSPORT V: $6995

Based on the Oppo BDP-103 Universal Network 3D Blu-
ray player—”a great place to start, and a player I’d already 
had in my video system for a year,” said JI—the Universal 
Media Transport plays CDs, DVDs, BDs, and SACDs, as well 
as most popular music-file codecs (it has a USB Type A 
jack for memory sticks). The UMT retains Oppo’s onboard 
video circuitry but uses MSB’s own audio processing. Its 
use requires one of four MSB power-supply options, rang-
ing in price from $595 to $5995. While reviewing MSB’s 
Analog DAC (see Digital Processors), JI achieved good 
results with the UMT: “When I added [it] to the mix, [the 
system’s sense of] ‘thereness’ notched up a nanotad.” 
(Vol.37 No.4 WWW) 
OPPO BDP-105D: $1299

OPPO BDP-103: $499 $$$

Oppo’s latest universal disc players offer a host of ver-
satile and powerful features. The BDP-103 has two HDMI 
inputs; two HDMI outputs; a DLNA-compatible Ethernet 
port; three USB ports to handle hi-rez audio, video, and 
picture files; and an RJ-45 jack to access the Internet for 
audio and video streaming. It offers bass management, 
channel-balance and -delay settings, and remote control 
of input selection and volume. In a larger, heavier chas-
sis, the BDP-105 adds three digital inputs (asynchronous 
USB-B and S/PDIF on coax and TosLink) and has two 
eight-channel Sabre32 ES9018 DAC chips—one for its 
7.1-channel RCA output, the other for its dedicated two-
channel outputs on RCA and XLR jacks. Compared with 
the ’103, the ’105 sounded cleaner, smoother, and more 
detailed, regardless of source or number of channels, 
said KR. Though the ’103 was “no slouch,” Kal was more 
impressed by the more versatile ’105. “I know of no other 
high-quality player with such a comprehensive feature 
set,” he said, deciding that Class B was appropriate for the 
’103. A free firmware upgrade provides multichannel DSD 
capability and supports exFAT drives, but doesn’t cur-
rently offer gapless playback of DSD files. KR was thrilled: 
“The electricity and communication I experienced were 
unprecedented.” (Vol.36 Nos.5 & 7 WWW) 
PONOPLAYER: $399 $$$

Conceived by Neil Young, designed by Charles Hansen and 
Ayre Acoustics, and made possible by Kickstarter fund-
ing of $6.2 million—which is $6.2 million more than has 
been raised by anyone offering to create a digital player 
of no greater resolution than the Compact Disc—the 
Toblerone-shaped and unambiguously yellow PonoPlayer 
has an internal storage capacity of 64GB (bump-up-able 
to 128GB with the insertion of a microSD card); runs up 
to 8 hours on a single charge; supports sample rates and 
word lengths of 192kHz and 24 bits, respectively; incor-
porates separate 3.5mm output jacks for line out and 
headphones; and accepts all popular file formats (early 
pre-release reports suggested that Pono would create 
their own codec, but that has not come to pass). Files can 
be downloaded direct from PonoMusic or can be loaded 
using the company’s JRiver-developed desktop applica-
tion. JA noted that “CD rips sounded excellent through 
the player,” but went on to say that “it was with hi-rez re-
cordings that the PonoPlayer shone brightest.” Used as a 
portable, the Pono “[had] the edge in sound quality” over 
JA’s Astell&Kern AK100, sounding sweeter and warmer; 
and when he used the Pono to drive his big rig at home, 
JA said, “I didn’t feel I had missed much of the music.” The 
PonoPlayer also measured “very well,” irrespective of its 
affordable price. In a Follow-Up, JA wrote of his experienc-
es using a $70 Surf Cables adapter that allows the Pono-
Player’s headphone output to be auditioned in balanced 
mode. His measurements uncovered a drop in the output 
signal’s noise floor when so configured, and JA reported 
being “impressed by the increased ‘drive’ of the balanced 

playback.” He concluded: “the word to describe the sound 
of this $399 player in balanced mode: transcendent.” 
Class A rating refers to the sound in balanced mode, oth-
erwise high Class B applies. Writing about the pairing of 
his own PonoPlayer with a pair of ADAM Audio A3x active 
speakers, ML wrote: “We’re talking highly engaging music 
reproduction.” (Vol.38 Nos. 4, 6, 9, 12, Vol.39 No.4 WWW) 
PRIMARE CD32: $2850

Primare’s CD32 is a single-box CD player featuring bal-
anced and single-ended analog outputs, a choice of three 
digital outputs (S/PDIF, TosLink, AES/EBU), and a USB 
Type A digital input, intended for thumb drives, via which 
the user can play MP3 files (but nothing else). The remote 
handset allows the user to select among three pre-con-
version upsampling modes: the original 16-bit/44.1kHz 
signal, or the same datastream upsampled to 48 or 
96kHz. BD praised the CD32 for allowing instruments 
to sound like their real selves, with “violins [sounding] 
articulate and especially captivating.” The Primare’s 
spatial performance was also impressive, as was how it 
conveyed the relationship between the recording space 
and the instruments within: “The CD32 allowed . . . guitars 
to pressurize the space around them in just the way an 
acoustic guitar—even an amplified one—will in concert.” 
Compared with its predecessor, Primare’s CD31, BD wrote 
that “the CD32 improved on all the areas where the CD31 
was strong, and addressed the areas where it wasn’t.” JA’s 
measurements gave the Primare a clean bill of health, 
noting in particular the player’s “superb error correction.” 
(Vol.37 No.6 WWW) 
QUESTYLE AUDIO QP1R PORTABLE PLAYER:

$899

The China-built QP1R, the size of which JA likens to a pack 
of cigarettes, is housed in a CNC-machined aluminum 
chassis, with Gorilla Glass (think: iPhone) front and rear 
panels. A metal scroll wheel with a central pushbutton 
dominates the front. On its top edge are a conventional 
rotary volume knob and two 3.5mm jacks: one for analog 
output (headphones), the other for both analog (line) 
and digital (optical S/PDIF) inputs. In the Questyle’s OS, 
gain ranges for the headphone jack are user-selectable 
to suit specific ‘phones. A wide range of file formats are 
supported at resolutions of up to 24 bits and 192kHz, the 
player supports DSD64 and DSD128 files in DFF and DSF 
formats, and the QP1R’s 32GB storage capacity can be 
augmented with microSD cards. JA enjoyed the tactile 
feedback—a brief vibration—of the QP1R’s controls, and 
while he had problems with the scroll wheel, he loved the 
player’s Return button, which instantly brings up to the 
Now Playing screen. He also admired the sound, remark-
ing that, with one file in particular, “the Questyle driving 
the Audeze [LCD-X] headphones was as good as it gets,” 
and noting that, in comparison with his reference Pono-
Player, the Questyle had consistently greater low-frequen-
cy weight. Reporting from The Bench, JA noted that “the 
Questyle QP1R’s measured performance was excellent.” 
(Vol.38 No.12 WWW) 
SIMAUDIO MOON EVOLUTION 650D: $9000 ★

The beautifully built 650D is a single-box CD player and 
DAC with AES/EBU, S/PDIF, TosLink, and USB digital in-
puts; S/PDIF and AES/EBU digital outputs; and balanced 
and unbalanced analog outputs. It uses ESS Technology’s 
Sabre32 Ultra DAC chip and employs individual toroidal 
transformers for the digital and analog power supplies. 
The Simaudio had a muscular, rhythmically solid sound 
with clean, fast transient articulation, excellent transpar-
ency, outstanding soundstage depth and width, and ana-
log-like imaging, said MF. JA was impressed by the Sim’s 
superb measured performance: “It’s hard to see how it 
could be any better!” It took three years, but an answer 
finally came, when MF reviewed the Simaudio Moon Evolu-
tion 820S power supply ($8000). Although the 820S can 
simultaneously power two Moon Evolution components—
other candidates include Simaudio’s 750D DAC, 740P pre-
amplifier, and 610LP and 810LP phono preamplifiers—MF 
tried the review sample on the 650D. He found that, “in 
general, adding the 820S tightened the bottom end and 
removed smear and edge from the top, while improving 
high-frequency extension and the sense of air around in-

struments. Instrumental three-dimensionality improved, 
and microdynamics were particularly enhanced, probably 
as a result of the far lower noise floor.” MF’s conclusion? 
“My advice to owners of Simaudio’s Moon Evolution 
650D: Go to your dealer and get an 820S to take home 
and try. Put it on a credit card if the dealer doesn’t trust 
you, but be prepared to drop $8000—I don’t think you’ll 
be returning that 820S to the store.” (Vol.34 No.11, Vol.37 
No.11 WWW) 
SIMAUDIO MOON MIND NETWORK PLAYER:

$990 $$$

Simaudio’s Moon intelligent Network Device (MiND) is 
a network player for use in systems that already have a 
D/A converter and a Network Attached Storage (NAS) 
device—neither of which the MiND includes. Its use also 
requires a WiFi-compatible network router and, to run Si-
maudio’s MiND app, an iPhone or iPad. The MiND itself, 
which is UPnP- and DLNA-compatible, offers WiFi and 
Ethernet inputs, and its all-digital outputs (AES/EBU, 
coaxial S/PDIF, and TosLink) support datastreams up to 
24-bit/192kHz. Virtually all music-file codecs are sup-
ported, as is streaming from vTuner Radio. With the MiND 
connected to his home router via Ethernet cable (and to 
his Auralic Vega DAC via AES/EBU), ML was impressed: 
“Compared to my stock MacBook Pro running Pure Music 
2 or Audirvana, the MiND appeared to offer a lower noise 
floor. There was a newfound purity to the sound of my 
NAS-based music that made possible a more musically 
engaging experience.” The drawback: “When I tried the 
MiND’s WiFi connection, I found that I could play without 
problem files of resolutions up to 24/88.2, but higher 
resolutions had frequent dropouts.” (Vol.38 No.1 WWW) 
SONY HAP-Z1ES MEDIA PLAYER: $1999.99

One might not guess from its 16.75"-wide, 32-lb chassis 
that the Sony HAP-Z1ES is, essentially, a very high-quality 
iPod—albeit one that, in KR’s words, “improves on Apple’s 
paradigm in every way but portability.” Not intended for 
use as a D/A converter—it has no digital inputs—the HAP-
Z1ES combines a 1TB hard drive with a processor that can 
“remaster” any file to DSD128; a Digital Sound Enhance-
ment Engine (DSEE) claimed to improve the sound of 
compressed files; wired and wireless Ethernet connectiv-
ity for Internet radio streaming from one’s computer; and 
the ability to play almost any two-channel music-file for-
mat, lossless or lossy, including DSD. The DSEE feature is 
automatically disabled for DSD files—smartly presumed 
uncompressed—while the DSD “remastering” can be dis-
abled, if not conveniently. KR was unimpressed with its re-
mote handset, preferring by far the control app available 
for Android and iOS, but was very pleased with the Sony’s 
sound: “An integrated, single-box [file] player of the high-
est sonic quality.” JA praised the HAP-Z1ES’s “impressive 
measured performance.” (Vol.37 No.5 WWW) 

B

LA ROSITA ALPHA: $2995

“Don’t abandon your CDs. You can have Perfect Sound 
Forever, just as Sony said in 1983. What they didn’t say 
then was that you couldn’t have it until 2014.” Thus spake 
ST as he endorsed the idea behind the French-made Alpha 
New streamer, use of which encourages listeners to rip 
their CDs to iTunes—to take advantage of its leisurely and 
thorough error correction—rather than play them in real 
time. The Alpha New contains its own 16-bit/44.1kHz DAC 
but does not accept S/PDIF data from a CD player; rather, 
it accepts datastreams via AirPlay or its Ethernet input. 
Manufacturer La Rosita does not believe that any hi-rez 
file can outperform 16/44.1 digital, and though the Alpha 
New can play any format or download, in doing so it will 
truncate rather than downsample the data. Apple Mac-
Book owner ST observed that “inserting the Alpha New 
into my system was a snap rather than a snafu,” and he set 
to enjoying, via the Alpha New, his favorite Internet radio 
streams. “I was astonished by the quality of the sound,” he 
said. “I heard drums sound live: impactful, with no smear-
ing of cymbals. La Rosita’s Alpha New made Radio Swiss 
Jazz sound like analog LPs.” (Vol.37 No.11) 
METRONOME CD8 S: $10,000

In his ongoing search for a $10,000 last CD player, AD 
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mote handset, the former distinguished by a hefty, nice-
feeling volume knob—although JI noted that it “produced 
a bit of a raggedy zipper sound” through his system when 
he adjusted the volume. With some musical selections JI 
noted the Platinum’s “slightly thicker bottom end” com-
pared with another premium processor, and with other 
tracks a thicker sound overall, adding that “both [proces-
sors] excelled at creating a transparent path to my power 
amps.” As for the Zodiac’s headphone amp, “I’d never 
heard better sound from my Grado HP1s,” JI declared. JA 
wrapped up: “Overall, the very good measurements of An-
telope Audio’s Zodiac Platinum indicate excellent digital 
and analog engineering.” (Vol.37 Nos.9 & 10 WWW) 
AURALIC VEGA: $3499

The elegant-looking Vega D/A processor is housed in a 
slim, brushed-aluminum enclosure and has a front panel 
dominated by a wide, rectangular, yellow-on-black OLED 
display. The rear panel offers single-ended and balanced 
outputs, and five digital inputs: transformer-coupled AES/
EBU on an XLR, two transformer-coupled coaxial S/PDIFs 
on RCAs, one optical S/PDIF on TosLink, and a high-speed 
USB2.0 port. The AES/EBU and S/PDIF inputs handle 
16- and 24-bit data with sample rates up to 192kHz; the 
USB port also operates with sample rates of 352.8 and 
384kHz, and will accept DSD64 and DSD128 data. A 
Sanctuary audio processor upsamples PCM input data to 
approximately 1.5MHz and 32-bit depth, and implements 
four reconstruction filters for PCM data and two choices 
of low-pass filter for DSD data. Though it required several 
hours from cold before sounding its best, the Vega com-
bined outstanding low-end weight and high-frequency 
extension with an exceptional sense of space, said JA, 
who also noted measured performance that was beyond 
reproach. “It’s DSD and digital done right!” he exclaimed. 
(Vol.37 No.2, Vol.38 No.11 WWW) 
AYRE ACOUSTICS QA-9: $4750 ★

Housed in the same compact chassis as Ayre’s QB-9 USB 
DAC, the QA-9 is a solid-state A/D converter intended 
to allow audiophiles to make high-quality rips of their 
LPs. It uses an Arda Laboratories AT1201 two-channel 
A/D converter chip and operates at sample rates up to 
192kHz, outputting 24-bit data via either a USB 2.0 or 
AES/EBU connection. Setup was simple and, aside from 
the tedious task of eliminating LP surface noise, use was 
straightforward. The Ayre offered smooth highs, a clean 
midrange, and an excellent sense of space. JA summed 
up: “When recordings you love have never been issued 
on a good-sounding CD, it makes sense to rip them with 
Ayre’s QA-9—it’s the closest thing to a truly transparent 
audio component I have encountered.” He bought the re-
view sample. Now includes DSD and Word Clock outputs 
on transformer-coupled BNC jacks and outputs DSD via 
USB. (Vol.35 No.11, Vol.36 No.4 WWW) 
AYRE ACOUSTICS QB-9 DSD: $3450 ★

The QB-9 is an asynchronous transfer mode, USB-input 
DAC with Ayre’s minimum-phase digital reconstruction 
filter implemented in Field-Programmable Gate Array. 
It uses a Texas Instruments TAS1020B chip, supporting 
sample rates up to 96kHz and word lengths up to 24 bits. 
High-resolution digital files “popped with life” and were 
marked by a natural flow and physical impact that allowed 
WP to form a deeper emotional connection with the mu-
sic. JA: “Ayre’s QB-9 is well engineered, offering excellent 
performance in both the analog and digital domains, and 
is not compromised by its having just a USB data input.” JI 
felt the QB-9 exceeded the YBA WD202 and Benchmark 
DAC1 USB in terms of spatial detail, depth, and width, 
while adding a touch of seductive clarity. “Wow!” The 
latest version of the QB-9 uses an XMOS XS-1 micropro-
cessor chip and supports sampling rates via USB2.0 up 
to 192kHz. Earlier QB-9s can be upgraded for $250. Com-
pared with the Resolution Audio Cantata, the Ayre tended 
to exaggerate sibilants on some recordings but provided 
a warmer, fleshier midrange, felt JI. Compared to the 
NAD M51, the Ayre had slightly greater punch and better 
dynamic edges. Compared to the much more expensive 
MSB Diamond DAC IV, the QB-9 had a very slightly more 
aggressive midrange, but otherwise held its own, said JI. 
Current production as of mid-2013, auditioned by AD in 

happened on this most recent version of the Metronome 
CD8—a product he describes as “one of the most perfect-
looking appliances I’ve seen”—now enhanced with a USB 
digital input. Inside its good-looking case is a two-channel, 
32-bit AKM Velvet Sound chip capable of supporting up to 
768kHz PCM digital and 11.2MHz DSD. That said, DSD 
compatibility is limited to using the CD8 S in USB DAC 
mode, since the Metronome’s Philips CDM12 Pro2 (v.6.8) 
disc transport can’t play SACDs. Given sufficient warm-up 
time, the CD8 S rewarded AD with good color and texture 
and an appealingly “huge” sense of scale. With a CD of 
orchestral music, “the spatial relationships among vari-
ous instrument groups were convincing, and instrumen-
tal timbres—especially the brass—were believably well 
saturated.” And, while listening to a 44.1kHz file streamed 
to the CD8 S’s D/A converter, AD was “all but spellbound 
by the combination of clarity, articulation, appropri-
ate roundness of tone, and complete absence of timing 
distortion brought to the music.” While measuring the 
Metronome, JA found various examples of anomalous be-
havior, including the appearance of odd-order harmonics 
with 24-bit data, the appearance of power-supply–related 
sidebands, and anomalies in the way the DAC handled 
data sampled higher than 96kHz. (Vol.39 No.3 WWW) 
SONY NW-ZX2 PORTABLE PLAYER: $1199.99

Billed by Sony as a High-Resolution Walkman, the iPhone-
sized NW-ZX2 plays PCM files up to 24-bit/192kHz and 
DSD up to 5.6MHz. Its onboard DSP capabilities include 
Sony’s Digital Sound Enhancement Engine for bumping 
up lo-rez files to “near high-resolution sound quality”; 
WiFi and Bluetooth capabilities are built-in. The NW-ZX2 
has 128GB of onboard storage, plus a 128GB-capable mi-
croSD slot for those who think more. ML enjoyed the play-
er’s “clean, incisive, lively sound,” and while he found the 
Pono PonoPlayer had a comparatively “meaty and more 
colorful sound,” he praised the NW-ZX2’s overall clarity 
and ability to retrieve subtle details. He also noted the 
Sony’s claimed ability to run 33 hours on a single charge 
of its lithium-ion battery, and its larger-than-average, 
pleasant-to-use touchscreen. (Vol.38 No.5 WWW)

C

MUSIC HALL C-DAC15.3: $549

The Music Hall c-dac 15.3 is considerably more than its 
model name suggests: It is indeed a digital-to-analog 
converter, with three inputs—USB, TosLink, coaxial—and 
24-bit/192kHz performance, the latter thanks to its tried-
and-true Burr-Brown PCM1796 DAC chip. Yet it’s also a 
CD player, thanks to the inclusion of a Sanyo HD850 disc 
transport that Music Hall claims is mounted “mid-ship”: 
nautical but nice! Like Music Hall’s a15.3 integrated 
amplifier, the Chinese-made c-dac is supplied in black 
casework with a full-width (16.9") faceplate of brushed 
aluminum. Used by SM with the a15.3 amp, the c-dac 15.3 
“brought [the] music forward and enveloped me in bril-
liant sound,” with extended highs and snappy transients, 
if less smoothness and body than the NAD C 515BEE CD 
player. (Vol.37 No.6 WWW) 
NAD C 516BEE: $299

NAD’s entry-level CD player replaces their C 515BEE, 
which had been SM’s reference. The new model uses a 
different transport mechanism, a more powerful digital 
signal processor, a revised microprocessor, new firmware, 
a revised power supply for lower power consumption in 
Standby mode, and an automatic standby feature that 
puts the player to sleep when not in use. Though the new 
model retains the old model’s size (17" W by 2.75" H by 
9.5" D), the front panel has been subtly updated with a 
thinner disc drawer, larger display, and slightly smaller, 
rounder buttons. SM found that the new model’s disc 
drawer opened and closed slightly more smoothly, quietly, 
and slowly. Sonically, the two players were virtually identi-
cal, though the new model may have been “slightly more 
extended on top, slightly more effervescent and polished 
overall,” said SM. “For the money, I don’t think you’ll find 
a better CD player,” he concluded. (Vol.36 No.10 WWW) 
SONY PLAYSTATION 1: AROUND $25 USED $$$ ★

A first-generation Sony PlayStation (SCPH-1001) is made 
of gray plastic, has a set of RCA analog outputs, and 

comes equipped with a game controller and power cord. 
When used with Cardas Neutral Reference interconnects, 
the PS1 offered an “extended, open, and agile” sound, said 
AD who declared the PS1 an “insanely high value.” JM was 
unimpressed by the player’s user interface and noisy disc 
mechanism, however, and found that switching to cheap-
er cables resulted in a threadbare midrange and treble. 
Nevertheless, he admitted, “For $25, it sounds wonder-
ful.” AD agreed, noting that the PS1 combined “slightly 
diminished” frequency extremes with a “superior level of 
rhythmic acuity” for a smooth and involving sound. Prices 
have climbed to as much as $70 on online commerce 
sites such as eBay and Audiogon. Some disagreement 
among the magazine’s scribes: Low Class B, according to 
AD; Class D, according to JM; JA splits the difference, but 
warns that later-generation PS1s use a less well-specified 
DAC and lack the RCA output jacks: ignore them, he says. 
Compared with the Emotiva ERC-2, the Sony lacked treble 
clarity and bass weight, but offered a fleshier midrange 
and was more forgiving of poorly recorded material, said 
SM. (Vol.31 Nos.4 & 7, Vol.35 No.1 WWW)

D

TASCAM CD-200: $599.99

Built around the new audio-specific CD-5020A CD 
transport from TEAC, TASCAM’s parent company, the 
rack-mountable CD-200 offers both single-ended analog 
outputs and coaxial and optical digital outputs. Features 
include a front-mounted 1/4" headphone jack and, for the 
player’s analog outputs, a pitch control with a range of 
±12% (its zero point is securely detented). The CD-200 
can also play disc-encoded MP3 and WAV files, and its 
asking price includes a remote handset. JM noted that the 
CD-200, used as either a transport or a one-box CD player, 
performed flawlessly, and added that the Tascam was “the 
quietest affordable CD player I’ve ever used.” Although its 
sonic performance was handily bettered by the “read-
until-right” Parasound Halo CD 1, JM found “nothing at all 
to complain about” in the Tascam—which, he hastens to 
advise, is “widely discounted.” (Vol.37 No.8 WWW)

DELETIONS

Musical Fidelity M1CDT and Parasound Halo CD discontin-
ued; Krell Cipher because of long-term reliability issues; 
Schiit BiFrost significantly changed since review; Resolu-
tion Audio Cantata Music Center not auditioned in a long 
time.

DIGITAL PROCESSORS

Editor’s Note: The sound of any particular CD transport/
digital processor combination will be dependent on the 
datalink used—see “Bits is Bits?” by Christopher Dunn 
and Malcolm Omar Hawksford, Stereophile, March 1996, 
Vol. 19 No.3 (WWW). Unless mentioned, processors are 
limited to 32/44.1/48kHz sample rates. To be included in 
Class A+, a digital processor must be capable of handling 
DSD or at minimum 24/96 LPCM data.

We strongly recommend those interested in using a 
computer as a true high-end digital audio source visit our 
sister website www.AudioStream.com, which is edited by 
Michael Lavorgna.

A+

ANTELOPE AUDIO ZODIAC PLATINUM: $5500

From the makers of the Class A–rated Zodiac Gold comes 
the Zodiac Platinum, which bundles a D/A processor, 
headphone amp, and preamp into a small but chunky 
(6.5" W by 4.4" H by 7.6" D) enclosure. (The similarly 
chunky Voltikus power supply is slightly less wide.) Like 
the Gold, the Zodiac Platinum offers PCM performance 
through 384kHz, but adds DSD64 and 128 via USB (DoP), 
which it upsamples to DSD256, Antelope Audio claiming 
direct DSD-to-analog conversion. Technical highlights 
include FPGA processing for some functions and “Oven-
Controlled Clocking,” in which jitter is kept low through 
thermal stabilization of the word clock’s crystal oscillator. 
User controls appear on both the front panel and the re-
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more—combinations of which can bring the price to just 
under $12,000. (For $6995, you get one digital input and 
the stock power supply.) The Analog DAC supports PCM 
and DSD up to 384kHz, employs a custom-designed, lin-
ear-phase apodizing digital filter, and offers single-ended 
and balanced analog outputs. JI was impressed with the 
MSB’s “thereness,” observing that, “With a DAC like the 
MSB, you get a sense of someone hitting Play on a big reel 
of wide-track analog tape, after being fed by live mikes in a 
room.” Notwithstanding a couple of performance glitches, 
both solved by in-the-field firmware updates, JI found it 
difficult to part with his review sample: “It notched my 
system up to a place where almost all digital sources had 
an organic, natural presence without sacrificing the accu-
racy and detail present in the best recordings.” JA noted 
that high-level signals produced some low-level distortion 
products, but otherwise found the MSB rare in being “so 
well thought out and so well engineered.” Optional Volume 
Control: $995. Optional Analog Power Base: $2995. UMT 
Plus: $5995. Optional Dual Signature Power Base: $4995. 
(Vol.37 No.4 WWW) 
NAD M51 DIRECT DIGITAL: $1999 $$$ ★

The M51 is an attractive, full-width D/A converter with a 
digital volume control and useful front-panel vacuum-
fluorescent display that indicates input, volume status, 
and sampling rate. It offers AES/EBU, coaxial, optical, 
USB, and two HDMI inputs, as well as analog (one pair 
each single-ended and balanced) and digital (HDMI) out-
puts. While all of the NAD’s inputs can handle PCM audio 
data of resolutions up to 24-bit/192kHz, the M51 converts 
everything it receives to a pulse-width-modulation (PWM) 
signal at a sampling rate of 844kHz, controlled by a clock 
running at 108MHz. The NAD had a “wonderfully detailed 
and revealing sound,” said JI. JA noted measured perfor-
mance that was “almost beyond reproach.” Compared 
to the Auralic Vega, the NAD produced a cleaner, leaner, 
airier, less forgiving sound, said JA, though he still highly 
recommends the M51 as a great value for the price. Read-
ers have reported—and JA has now confirmed—that the 
M51’s earlier v.1.39 firmware offers a better, “fatter” sound 
than the later v.1.41, probably die to a 1dB higher output; 
later versions of the M51 can be easily “rolled back.” to 
v.1.39. (Vol.35 No.7; Vol.37 Nos.2 & 5 WWW) 
PS AUDIO PERFECTWAVE DIRECTSTREAM:

$5999

Instead of an off-the-shelf chipset, PS Audio’s first DSD 
processor uses original code written by hand into a 
field-programmable gate array (FPGA)—the result being 
a system that converts all incoming data to double-rate 
DSD. In addition to asynchronous USB, digital inputs 
include RCA, TosLink, and HDMI, and both single-ended 
and true balanced analog outputs are provided. The Di-
rectStream is built on a cast-alloy chassis with a glossy 
MDF top—and a touchscreen from which all user controls 
can be worked. (A remote handset is included.) Firmware 
is user-updatable, as AD discovered while reviewing the 
DirectStream—during which time he noted its “excel-
lent pacing, flow, correctness of pitch relationships, and 
the like, as well as a consistently smooth and slightly 
laid-back sound.” With some files, AD found the Direct-
Stream just a little too laid-back—a condition mitigated 
in part by that firmware update—but found its musical-
ity beyond reproach. JA observed that the DirectStream 
“measures superbly well” in many ways, but was troubled 
by its poor linearity at low frequencies and its “ultimate 
lack of resolution” with hi-rez files. But he admits that 
its sound quality is still very satisfying. In his Follow-Up, 
RD—whose listening is centered more around discs than 
downloads—tried the DirectStream DAC with PS Audio’s 
PerfectWave Memory Player transport ($3995), and ob-
served, “listening to familiar recordings . . . I heard more 
musical detail from them than I previously had. This detail 
was not a matter of exaggerated treble, which can give an 
impression of increased detail, but was genuinely higher 
resolution manifested by greater differentiation among 
the sounds of instruments and rhythmic patterns.” Sub-
sequent to that audition, RD received and installed in the 
DirectStream DAC a new firmware upgrade that brought 
his unit to v.1.2.1. His verdict: “The latest firmware repre-

connection with his AX-5 review in Vol.36 No.7, uses an 
ESS Sabre DAC chip, offers improvements to the USB chip 
power supply, and will decode DSD data. Stereophile’s 
“Joint Digital Source” and “Overall Component” of 2009. 
(Vol.32 No.10, Vol.33 No.6, Vol.34 Nos.7 & 11, Vol.35 Nos.7 
& 10, Vol.38 No.11 WWW) 
BENCHMARK MEDIA SYSTEMS DAC2 HGC:

$1995 $$$

Although similar in appearance to previous Benchmark 
models, with a front-panel volume control and two 1/4" 
headphone jacks, the new DAC2 HGC uses four 32-bit 
ESS Sabre DACs, run in balanced configuration, for a sig-
nificantly lower noise floor; has a new Hybrid Gain Control 
(HGC) for volume attenuation, which combines active an-
alog gain control and passive low-impedance attenuators 
in the analog realm with a 32-bit digital DSP gain control 
for digital signals; and provides front-panel displays for 
both sample rate and word length. Though it lacks a bal-
anced AES/EBU input, the DAC2 HGC offers two analog 
inputs and five digital inputs: two optical, two RCA coaxial, 
and one asynchronous USB that handles resolutions up 
to 192kHz as well as DSD64. It had a pleasantly forward 
sound, with smooth highs, a solid bottom end, and excel-
lent image separation, said EL. Compared to the Auralic 
Vega, the Benchmark had a similarly smooth top end, but 
lacked the Vega’s sweet midrange and outstanding por-
trayal of space, said JA. JI noted the DAC2’s good scale 
and sense of ambient space, but found it lacked focus 
compared to the considerably more expensive MSB Ana-
log DAC. (Vol.37 No.2, Vol.38 No.11 WWW) 
BRICASTI DESIGN M1 DAC: $8595 ★

With first-class fit’n’finish and uncluttered exterior design, 
the dual-mono M1 DAC measures a rack-friendly 17" W by 
2" H by 12" D and weighs 12 lbs. It offers four digital inputs 
(S/PDIF, AES/EBU, BNC, optical), accepts sampling rates 
up to 192kHz, and, as of 2013, adds a USB input, volume 
control, remote control, and DSD decoding. The Bricasti’s 
fast, detailed, powerful sound made the much less expen-
sive Musical Fidelity M1DAC seem veiled, muffled, and 
slow, said JM. “The best digital playback I have heard,” he 
concluded. Compared with the Weiss DAC202, the Bricas-
ti was less forgiving of poorly recorded material, but had 
bigger, deeper, better-defined low frequencies; compared 
with the dCS Debussy, the Bricasti sounded very slightly 
warmer and was very slightly more transparent, said JA, 
who also praised the M1’s state-of-the-art measured 
behavior. A firmware update (free to registered owners) 
adds minimum-phase digital filter options, digital phase 
inversion, and a digital volume control. Compared to its 
previous filter set, the Bricasti’s minimum-phase sound 
was much richer, with more body, more coherence, and 
less grain, said JM. Used as a line source in place of Para-
sound’s Halo JC 2 preamp, the Bricasti produced a more 
coherent sound, with deeper, tighter, more powerful bass. 
“My personal best just got better,” JM concluded. Now 
ships with asynchronous USB input (not yet auditioned), 
and will decode DSD data. Production in 2013 replaces 
the switch-mode power supply of the M1’s digital-routing 
section with a linear supply based on a custom-wound 
transformer. With the new power supply in place, JM 
heard improved bass extension and greater overall clar-
ity. Owners of original M1s (made prior to March 2013) 
can have their units updated for $200. In 2014, Bricasti 
offered to M1 owners even more additional refinements: 
a remote-control kit, involving a separate infrared receiver 
that plugs into the rear panel ($500 for M1s presently in 
service; included in the price of new units); a changeover, 
performed at the factory, from multiple glass-and-wire 
fuses to a master circuit breaker ($150); and an upgrade, 
also done at the factory, to DXD and DSD64/DSD128 ca-
pabilities ($400). As impressed as he was by the last, JM 
remained philosophical: “the fact that Bricasti’s M1 can 
now play DSD and DXD files is less important than the fact 
that its playback of plain old ‘Red Book’ 16-bit/44.1kHz 
audio is so compelling that I, for one, don’t feel short-
changed when a good recording is not ‘high-resolution.’” 
He observed that, yet again, his personal best in digital 
playback just got better. (Vol.34 No.8; Vol.35 Nos. 2, 3 & 
9; Vol.36 No.7; Vol.37 No.12 WWW) 

DCS DEBUSSY: $11,999 ★

The slim, sleek Debussy D/A processor has a digital vol-
ume control, offers a full range of digital inputs including 
a true asynchronous USB port, and uses the latest version 
of dCS’s Ring DAC. The USB input was upgraded in the 
summer of 2011 to handle 176.4 and 192kHz data and in 
the summer of 2012 to handle DSD data. Though it lacked 
the sophistication of dCS’s more expensive Scarlatti sys-
tem, the Debussy had a fast and delicate sound, with pow-
erful bass, dramatically solid, three-dimensional images, 
sensational rhythmic drive, and outstanding dynamics, 
said MF: “A very easy and enthusiastic recommendation.” 
JA agreed: “It was a pleasure to test such a superbly en-
gineered product.” Compared with the Weiss DAC202, the 
Debussy offered greater resolution, transient snap, and 
low-bass weight, but lacked midrange warmth and overall 
body, said EL. Compared with the Bricasti M1, the De-
bussy was slightly less transparent, said JA; compared to 
the Classé CP-800, the Debussy offered more ambience 
and propulsive drive but lacked some lower-midrange en-
ergy. Compared to the MSB Diamond DAC IV, the Debussy 
sounded refined and very polite but lacked image preci-
sion and spatial depth, said JI. (Vol.34 Nos.1 & 12; Vol.35 
Nos.2, 9, & 10 WWW) 
EXASOUND E28 MK.2 MULTICHANNEL DAC:

$3299

See “Music Surround-Sound Components” (Vol.36 No.11 
WWW) 
GRACE M905: $3495

From the pro-audio world comes the Grace Designs 
m905 Monitor Controller: a combination line stage, D/A 
converter, and headphone amplifier designed as a control 
center for music playback in a recording studio. As befits 
its provenance, the m905 is rack-mountable, with most of 
its controls built into an umbilical-connected, iPad Mini–
sized remote that, according to JM, exuded an “Authentic 
German Engineering” level of quality, even though Grace 
Designs is based in Colorado. The m905 is built around 
the Burr-Brown PCM1798 DAC chip, plus an XMOS USB 
receiver, and it offers, via the DoP standard, DSD stream-
ing: the first product from Grace Designs to do so. Already 
a fan of the “ever-so-slightly euphonic” Grace m903—
which was Stereophile’s Headphone Product of the Year 
for 2012—JM was “taken aback at how much better the 
m905 sounded,” and quantified the depth of his delight at 
the new model’s DSD capabilities with two words: “Woo-
ber Joobers!” He said that, all in all, the m905 is “among 
the most impressive pieces of audio gear” he has ever 
evaluated. (Vol.37 No.4 WWW) 
LUXMAN DA-06: $4990

Among the earliest and most notable products to emerge 
from the burgeoning world of DSD streaming, the Lux-
man DA-06 is a full-size D/A processor built around a 
Burr-Brown PCM 1792A 32-bit converter chip. The DA-06 
supports 2.8224 and 5.6448MHz DSD files and, via its 
USB input, PCM files up to 32-bit/384kHz. Front-panel 
controls include the ability to select among three different 
PCM filters and between two sets of DSD rolloff character-
istics, as well as to invert absolute signal polarity on the 
fly. AD, who acknowledges “DSD’s prowess at communi-
cating the subtleties of musical flow,” observed that the 
Luxman sounded “generously explicit, [with] musical and 
sonic details in abundance and . . . a soundfield notable 
for its openness and general lack of murk. Still, the DA-
06 had good substance, with a tonal character that was 
slightly—almost imperceptibly—warm and round.” In his 
measurements, JA noted that the Luxman’s low levels of 
harmonic and intermodulation distortion are offset some-
what by marginally poorer-than-expected jitter and noise-
floor numbers—yet he declared that, overall, “the DA-06’s 
measured performance is simply superb.” AD’s conclu-
sion: “a damn fine-sounding D/A converter with virtually 
all music.” (Vol.37 No.7, Vol.38 No.11 WWW) 
MSB ANALOG DAC: $6995

The MSB Analog DAC combines a high-tech chassis ma-
chined from a solid billet of aluminum—it stands less than 
1" tall yet weighs nearly 30 lbs!—with a circuit architecture 
that allows the buyer to select among five digital-input 
options, two power supply options, a WiFi option, and 
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mann Silver Bullet RCA plug. The Bridge gets its 5V power 
from the USB bus and feeds the USB datastream to a 
Texas Instruments TAS1020B receiver chip, enabling the 
Bridge to operate in asynchronous mode without the host 
computer having to install a driver program. It operated 
properly at sample rates of up to 96kHz, and produced a 
very clean datastream free from timing uncertainty; and 
with its relaxed, grain-free sound, the Bridge excelled at 
conveying recorded ambience and low-level detail, said 
JA. (Vol.33 No.12 WWW) 
LECTOR STRUMENTI DIGITUBE S-192: $3195

The full-width (16.9”) Lector Strumenti Digitube S-192, 
which AD described as well built and well styled “without 
silly excess,” is a D/A converter whose only user control, 
apart from its power switch, is a pushbutton that selects 
among its five digital inputs: RCA, BNC, TosLink, XLR (for 
AES/EBU), and USB. Its Japanese AK4397 DAC chip pro-
vides 32-bit performance at up to 192kHz, and it has an 
analog (non-switching) power supply and, in its analog 
output section, a pair of ECC81 dual-triode tubes. Using 
the Digitube primarily as a USD processor with his iMac 
and his decidedly tube-friendly music system, AD found 
that it offered “a near-analog portrayal of . . . colors and 
textures” and excellent impact and detail resolution, al-
though its sense of scale was bested by the far less ex-
pensive Halide DAC HD. Yet in measuring the Digitube, JA 
noted “truly dreadful measured performance in the digital 
domain, along with [a] disappointing showing in the ana-
log domain”—in light of which, greater-than-usual buyer 
circumspection seems appropriate. “Class A, for special 
tastes only,” sums up AD. (Vol.37 No.6 WWW) 
M2TECH YOUNG DSD: $1399

Elegant and modern in appearance, the M2Tech Young is a 
DC-powered D/A processor with a simple aluminum case, 
a recessed front panel, and a large alphanumeric display. 
It uses a Burr-Brown PCM1795 DAC chip with a custom 
oversampling minimum-phase filter. It handles resolu-
tions up to 32 bits via USB (24 bits via S/PDIF or AES/
EBU), and sample rates up to 384kHz via USB (192kHz 
via S/PDIF or AES/EBU). While the Young lacked some 
accuracy and precision, it nevertheless managed an ex-
cellent balance of detail and warmth, said JI. Review was 
with the Palmer Power Station battery power supply, now 
replaced by the Van der Graaf low-noise power supply 
($1199). Adding the Palmer resulted in significantly more 
focus and clarity. “The M2Tech combo seduced me,” JI 
concluded. Current version will decode DSD128. (Vol.36 
No.5 WWW) 
MUSICAL FIDELITY V90-DAC: $299 $$$

Intended as a replacement for their V-DACII—itself one 
of ST’s longtime reference components—Musical Fidel-
ity’s V90-DAC is housed in the same 6.6" by 4" by 1.8" 
brushed-aluminum case that characterizes the rest of 
the V90 line. This 24-bit converter, which uses a 32-bit 
Burr-Brown PCM1795 DAC chip, delivers up to 192kHz 
performance through its single coaxial (RCA) input and 
up to 96kHz through its USB and two optical TosLink 
inputs. According to ST, compared with its predecessor, 
“the V90-DAC offers still greater low-level resolution, 
superior dynamics, and fatigue-free listening.” JA took 
the V90-DAC for a spin, going so far as comparing it with 
his current reference, the Auralic Vega. He noted the MF’s 
combination of smoothness, naturalness, and detail, 
combined with good spatial properties—but he felt the 
V90-DAC was lacking, by comparison, in momentum and 
bass power. JA’s measurements uncovered “a strange rise 
in the noise floor around the 19 and 20kHz tones, in only 
the right channel”; otherwise, the V90-DAC “definitely 
punched above its weight on the test bench.” (Vol.37 Nos. 
4 & 8 WWW) 
MYTEK STEREO192-DSD-DAC: $1495 $$$

The Stereo192-DSD is a two-channel DAC with S/PDIF, 
AES, TosLink, FireWire, and two USB (1.1 and 2.0) inputs; a 
preamp version adds analog RCA inputs and outputs and 
XLR analog outputs. KR stacked three Myteks for multi-
channel DSD playback: The sound was clean and engag-
ing, with brilliant highs, potent bass, and outstanding re-
production of space; compared to the Oppo BDP-105, the 
Mytek stack provided a more vivid, immediate, and open 

sented a major improvement over the one that I and Art 
Dudley and Michael Lavorgna had. Soundstages were now 
deeper and wider, and well outside the speakers’ positions 
with some recordings; and images on those stages were 
now more ‘rounded,’ more three-dimensional. The bass 
was cleaner, with better-defined transients.” Following the 
firmware update to v.1.2.1, JA retested the DirectStream 
DAC and found a lower noise floor, increased low-level lin-
earity, and a dramatic reduction in low-frequency distor-
tion. Said JA: “Kudos to PS Audio for designing a product 
so that its performance can so easily be upgraded by its 
customers.” Four months after the upgrade to v.1.2.1, PS 
Audio updated the DirectStream DAC’s operating system 
to a version referred to as Pike’s Peak—which, in RD’s 
estimation, “seemed to transform the . . . sound: more 
dynamic, better bass, more extended treble, even better 
soundstaging.” Writing in a subsequent Follow-Up, RD re-
ported on PS Audio’s more recent Yale software upgrade, 
said to include more accurate filters and to represent 
a different approach to jitter reduction. He said that, in 
comparison with Pike’s Peak, Yale offered slightly softer 
trebles and was “more subtly detailed”; he concluded that 
Yale is the superior operating system. (Vol.37 No.9, Vol.38 
Nos. 2, 3, 5, 11 WWW) 
TOTALDAC D1-TUBE-MK2: €9100

In a design field where cats are skinned in any number 
of ways, Vincent Brient of the French company TotalDAC 
takes a distinctive approach: for his D/A converters, he 
uses a discrete R2R ladder comprising some 200 hand-
selected, very-high-quality discrete resistors per channel. 
The nonoversampling d1-tube-mk2 supplements this cir-
cuitry with an FPGA for various digital chores, an XMOS 
USB receiver (S/PDIF, TosLink, and AES/EBU digital in-
puts are also provided), and a tubed output stage. DSD 
(DoP) compatibility is a €320 option. All inputs support 
24-bit/192kHz resolution except TosLink, which maxes 
out at 24/96. In the experience of ML, to whom digital re-
corded sound manifests itself as a sheet of glass between 
himself and the performers, “listening to music through 
the TotalDAC d1-tube-mk2, there was no glass; I could lis-
ten to my music as deeply as I wanted to go.” Which pretty 
much says it all. (Vol.39 No.1 WWW)

A

AUDIO NOTE DAC 2.1X SIGNATURE: $5500

In common with other Audio Note D/A converters and CD 
players, the DAC 2.1x Signature is built around a rather 
old-school 18-bit Analog Devices 1865 chip, said to be 
hand selected. Neither oversampling nor digital filtering 
is used, nor does the DAC 2.1x Signature contain an ana-
log filter; according to Audio Note, the converter’s use of 
a transformer as an I/V stage confers on the output signal 
sufficient treble rolloff. The tubed output stage is built with 
Audio Note’s own copper-foil-in-oil signal capacitors, and 
signal output is handled by Audio Note Silver interconnect 
cable. Digital inputs are limited to S/PDIF (RCA) and AES/
EBU (XLR); a USB input is not offered. After using it with 
Audio Note’s own CDT One/II disc transport, AD praised 
the DAC 2.1x Signature for its sonic heft and substance, 
its analog-like momentum and flow, and, overall, a knack 
for “bringing out the goodness of good recordings, [al-
though it] also had a knack for accentuating the badness 
of certain types of bad recordings.” While testing the DAC 
2.1x Signature, JA discovered distortion products, noise, 
jitter, and data truncation (24 to 18 bits), leading him to 
describe the Audio Note as “broken.” (Vol.39 No.1 WWW) 
BENCHMARK MEDIA SYSTEMS ADC1 USB:

$1795 $$$

Housed in the same small case as Benchmark’s DACs, 
the ADC1 is a 24-bit USB A/D converter with a Texas In-
struments TAS1020B USB chip and a 128x-oversampling, 
delta-sigma AKM 5394 A/D converter chip. It offers a pair 
of balanced analog inputs on XLRs, two unbalanced AES/
EBU Aux outputs on BNC jacks, a USB Type-B port, a Main 
TosLink output working in either S/PDIF or ADAT format, 
a Main balanced AES/EBU output on an XLR, and word-
clock input and output on BNCs for use in multichannel 
systems, slaved to other converters. Though it lacked the 
Ayre Acoustics QA-9’s delicately drawn soundstage, the 

Benchmark produced a natural, coherent overall sound, 
with clean high frequencies and weighty, extended lows, 
said JA, who also noted superb measured performance. 
(Vol.37 No.2 WWW) 
CAMBRIDGE AUDIO AZUR 851D: $1649 $$$

Designed in the UK and manufactured in China, the Cam-
bridge Azur 851D DAC-preamplifier is well-finished and 
somewhat surprisingly solid for its price range. It upsam-
ples everything to 24-bit/384kHz, and most of its inputs 
can handle 24/192 datastreams. The Azur 851D also has a 
headphone jack, three switchable filter settings, a choice 
of balanced and single-ended outputs—and, for the fun 
of it, Bluetooth wireless connectivity. It also has a so-
phisticated user interface, addressable by both its menu-
driven front-panel controls and its comprehensive remote 
handset. In JI’s words, “the Cambridge Audio Azur 851D 
has bang for the buck all over the place. It approached 
the sound of DACs costing four times as much—closely 
enough, I feel, to satisfy most audiophiles on a budget.” 
After the 851D left his test bench, JA observed, “The 
Cambridge Audio Azur 851D’s measured performance is 
never short of superb. The fact that it can offer this level of 
performance for $1500 puts many more-expensive pro-
cessors to shame.” In his Follow-Up, AD was put off by the 
Azur’s “needlessly complex” control panel, but impressed 
all to hell and back by its musicality: “The Cambridge 851D 
is, indeed, a killer of giants. It is a D/A converter that uses 
its high resolution not to add amusical filigree or spatial 
puffery, but to enhance musical flow and drama. It really is 
that good. (Vol.37 No.12, Vol.38 No.2 WWW) 
CHORD HUGO TT: $4795

Chord’s Hugo TT (for Table Top) combines a DSD-friendly 
USB DAC, headphone amplifier, and Bluetooth receiver 
in one distinctly styled and unambiguously chunky alu-
minum case. The user interface is distinguished by a 
volume control that uses not a knob or a pair of buttons 
but rather a captured glass marble that changes color 
as the loudness level changes, and a top-panel lens that 
gives the user a clear view of the color-coded sample-rate 
indicators inside. Key to the Hugo’s performance are an 
internal chargeable battery—for power-supply isolation, 
not portability—and a field-programmable gate array 
(FPGA) running Chord’s proprietary filter algorithms. 
Both on its own and in comparison with other DACs of his 
acquaintance, JI identified the Hugo’s strengths as “de-
tail, definition, and depth, with no distracting artifacts.” 
He also declared: “The Chord Hugo TT sounded wonderful 
with headphones.” In a dispatch from his test bench, JA 
said the Hugo “performed superbly well” on his jitter tests 
and was, all around, “an extraordinarily well-engineered 
component.” (Vol.38 No.11 WWW) 
HALIDE DESIGN DAC HD: $450 $$$ ★

The DAC HD is a solid-state, bus-powered, plug-and-play 
digital-to-analog converter with tethered input and output 
cables. The circuitry, all surface-mount, is contained in a 
small (1.875 cubic inches), black-anodized, machined-
aluminum enclosure, and is carried on a small double-
sided printed circuit board. The input cable is Wireworld’s 
Starlight USB (2m is standard; other lengths available); 
output is via two 6" lengths of silver-conductor cable ter-
minated in Eichmann Silver Bullet RCA plugs. The 24-bit 
Texas Instruments TAS1020B USB interface chip operates 
in isochronous asynchronous mode with sample rates up 
to 96kHz. The DAC HD had an “analog-like ease to its 
sound,” coupled with excellent reproduction of recorded 
space, said JA, who also noted “superb digital audio en-
gineering.” Compared to the AudioQuest DragonFly and 
CEntrance DACport LX, the Halide DAC HD offered slightly 
smoother highs and produced more spatial depth with 
stereo recordings, said JA. AD noted that “the affordable 
and consistently listenable Halide DAC HD . . . has become 
my USB reference during the past year.” He considers the 
US-made Halide to be among the greatest bargains, if not 
the great bargain, in perfectionist audio. (Vol.35 Nos.8 & 
10, Vo.37 No.7 WWW) 
HALIDE DESIGN USB-S/PDIF BRIDGE: $395 ★

In this utilitarian-looking USB-S/PDIF converter, a 6' USB 
cable terminates in a 3"- long black aluminum tube with, 
on its other end, either a 75 ohm BNC plug or an Eich-
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discontinued; Abbingdon Music Research DP-777, Classé 
CP-800, dCS Debussy, MSB Diamond DAC V, Musical Fi-
delity M1DAC, Sonos Connect and Connect:Amp, Weiss 
DAC202, all not auditioned in a long time.

TWO-CHANNEL  

PREAMPLIFIERS

Editor’s Note: Apart from the CAT, Promitheus, Shindo, 
and Placette, all the Class A preamplifiers offer balanced 
inputs and outputs. And unless noted, the preamplifiers 
listed do not have phono stages.

A

AUDIO RESEARCH SP20: $9000

ARC’s first full-function, line-plus-phono preamp in ages—
and their first-ever preamp to offer a headphone output—
the new SP20 is a pure class-A, fully balanced, hybrid de-
sign. Its 19"-wide chassis blends styling cues from ARC’s 
early days with a modern touchscreen, and the SP20’s 
similarly modern remote handset provides control over 
volume, source selection, channel balance, cartridge load-
ing, stereo/mono switching, absolute phase inversion, 
and more. The preamp uses a total of four 6H30 dual-
triode tubes and provides 13.8dB of line gain, plus up to 
58dB of phono gain. BJR cited the SP20’s “detailed, deli-
cate, extended high frequencies,” “bass beyond reproach,” 
and “superb resolution of detail”—and surprised some of 
us by declaring the new preamp’s phono section superior 
to his (very) long-term reference, the Vendetta SCP-2D. 
Regarding line-stage performance, BJR maintained a 
slight preference for the better “high-level dynamic slam” 
of his Audio Valve Eklipse. JA’s measurements gave the 
“well-engineered” SP20 a clean bill of health, noting in 
particular the phono section’s “extremely accurate” RIAA 
equalization. (Vol.37 No.6 WWW) 
AYRE ACOUSTICS KX-R TWENTY: $27,500

It would seem an impossible task: improving on a pream-
plifier—the Ayre KX-R—that sounded better to JA than 
no preamplifier at all. But that was the hurdle set for the 
new KX-R Twenty, named in honor of Ayre’s 20th year of 
operation. More of a complete redesign than an upgrade 
of the original, the KX-R Twenty employs AyreLock, a new, 
proprietary approach to power-supply regulation that 
seems equal parts calculus and poetry. Also involved were 
similarly big changes to the active circuitry, including the 
adoption, in this model, of the “diamond” output circuit of 
the company’s X-5 series—if only because, in the words of 
chief engineer and CEO Charles Hansen, it proved to work 
“so insanely well.” Of his time with the new Ayre, JA wrote, 
“Some highly resolving audio components achieve their 
transparency to what has been captured on a recording by 
emphasizing detail. The Ayre simply cleaned the window.” 
JA’s listening notes were ripe with examples of fine per-
formance at various sonic tasks, but in the end, his view 
was holistic: “The Ayre evoked the words Peter Schaffer 
has Antonio Salieri saying, in Amadeus, about the entry 
of the solo oboe in this music: ‘This was a music I’d never 
heard. Filled with such longing, such unfulfillable longing. 
It seemed to me that I was hearing the voice of God.’” 
(Vol.37 No.12 WWW) 
AYRE ACOUSTICS K-5XEMP: $4350 ★

Like all of Ayre’s 5-series products, the K-5xe uses the 
Ayre Conditioner, a built-in RFI filter that works in parallel 
with the AC line to reduce background noise, grain, and 
hash. The original K-5xe added nothing to the original 
signal and had no sonic signature of its own. ST: “It just 
got out of the way” subsequently adding that this “superb 
solid state line-stage preamp is everything you could ask 
for: neutral, detailed, dynamic, exceptionally low noise, 
fun to use.” JA felt high Class B was a fair rating for the 
original version; the Maximum Performance (MP) version 
incorporates rare, low-noise Toshiba J-FETs for the output 
buffer stage. The K-5xeMP had dynamics equal to that of 
the original K-5xe, but produced quieter backgrounds and 
had a friendlier, more accurate overall balance, with bet-
ter delineation of images within a wide, deep soundstage. 
Though it lacked the top-end air of the Parasound Halo JC 

sound, with a wider and slightly more forward soundstage, 
said KR. “A successful proof of concept,” he concluded. ML 
used the Mytek between a FireWire jack on his iMac and 
a pair of Dynaudio Excite X14A active speakers, and de-
scribed the combination as offering “the most full-range, 
engaging sound I’ve experienced on my desktop.” (Vol.36 
No.7, Vol.38 No.9 WWW)

B

CENTRANCE DACPORT LX: $199.99 $$$ ★

CENTRANCE DACPORT: $249.99 ★

USB bus-powered D/A processor with or without (LX) 
volume control. See “Headphones & Headphone Acces-
sories,” where it is rated Class B. Used as a single-input 
preamp between a laptop source and a pair of Rogue 
M180 monoblocks in EL’s main system, the DACport 
produced a large soundstage, a slightly rolled-off but 
grain-free treble, and a tube-like midrange. Compared to 
the Benchmark DAC1 HDR, the DACport lacked resolution 
and bass weight, but always sounded musical and tonally 
balanced. LX version sounds clearer, more transparent, 
and is rated Class B as a D/A processor. A less expensive 
version of CEntrance’s DACport, the LX dispenses with 
that model’s volume control and can be used as a regular 
USB D/A processor. Like the original, the LX operates in 
adaptive isochronous USB mode rather than the theoreti-
cally better asynchronous mode, but nevertheless per-
formed well on the test bench, showing no jitter-related 
sidebands. Compared to the original DACport, the LX 
offered a similarly smooth and grain-free treble, but was 
slightly clearer and more transparent. However, the LX 
couldn’t match the smoothness or superb sense of space 
provided by the significantly more expensive Halide DAC 
HD. “CEntrance’s DACport LX offers superb sound quality 
at an affordable price,” concluded JA. (Vol.33 Nos.6 & 10, 
Vol.35 No.10 WWW) 
CHANNEL ISLANDS AUDIO TRANSIENT MK.II:

$699

Housed in a small (4.45" W by 2.9" H by 5.25" D), nicely 
finished aluminum case, the Transient Mk.II is an asyn-
chronous USB DAC with a 24-bit volume control and three 
digital outputs: S/PDIF via 75-ohm BNC, I2S via mini-DIN, 
and differential I2S via an HDMI jack. Six front-panel 
LEDs indicate the incoming signal’s sampling rate: 44.1, 
48, 88.2, 96, 176.4, or 192kHz. In a case identical to the 
Transient’s, the optional VDC•5 Mk.II high-current power 
supply ($329) feeds the Transient a linear 5V DC at 2.5A 
for reduced noise and ripple. Though it lacked some high-
frequency focus and ease, the Transient Mk.II produced a 
well-balanced overall sound, with good soundstage size, 
respectable bottom-end heft, and a clean midrange, said 
JI. Measured performance was somewhat disappointing, 
however; JA found that, even with 24-bit data, the Tran-
sient offered resolution of just over 17 bits. (Vol.37 No.3 
WWW) 
IFI AUDIO IDAC: $299

iFi Audio is a subsidiary of Abbingdon Music Research. 
The iDAC, iFi’s first product, is a sleek, single-box D/A 
converter built into a 6"-long aluminum extrusion with 
an attractive textured finish. It uses an ESS Sabre DAC 
chip capable of handling resolutions up to 24-bit/192kHz, 
and has a single USB-B input, a pair of RCA jacks for line 
output, and a 3.5mm headphone jack with volume con-
trol. It can be powered by the user’s computer or by iFi’s 
iUSBPower 5V power supply ($199). Compared with the 
AudioQuest DragonFly, the stock iDAC had a better overall 
sense of touch on strings and percussion, and revealed 
greater richness and complexity in hi-rez music files, said 
AD. With the iUSBPower powering the iDAC, Art noted a 
subtly clearer sense of force in note attacks and better 
spatial presence around voices. “Highly recommended,” 
he concluded. (Vol.36 No.5 WWW) 
REGA RESEARCH DAC-R: $1195

This new iteration of the plain-named Rega DAC (the 
original was reviewed in Vol.34 Nos.5 & 10 and Vol.35 
No.2) contains changes both small—the DAC-R ’s longer 
case (for better power-supply layout), and improved 
firmware and power connectors—and large: Rega’s digital 
processor now has an XMOS-based, 24-bit/192kHz asyn-

chronous USB input. The internal DACs are twin Wolfson 
WM8742 chips implemented without upsampling, allied to 
an output section built with discrete transistors. A choice 
of three user-selectable filters is offered, though the still-
compact case—8.4" wide by 3.1" high by 12.5" deep—
lacks a headphone jack. Using the Rega as an adjunct to 
his home recording studio, JI found that, while listening 
to vocal feeds, the DAC-R added a little sugar—”a slight 
warmth or sweetening”—that he didn’t hear through his 
trusted Benchmark DAC2 HGC. (JI: “I liked it. The singer 
preferred it.”) He also found that the DAC-R “produced 
a wonderful soundstage, floating aural images in space 
where they should be, with plenty of detail and depth.” 
Apart from some artifacts that appeared related to the 
chipset’s less–than–Gulag Archipelago degree of isola-
tion from the power supply, JA’s measurements suggest 
that the DAC-R “offered measured performance that was 
beyond reproach.” Borderline Class A. (Vol.38 No.8 WWW)

C

ARCAM RBLINK: $249

The rBlink is a very small (2.9" W by 1" H by 3.9" D) Blue-
tooth audio receiver and digital-to-analog converter with 
RCA analog and S/PDIF coaxial outputs. It uses Arcam’s 
implementation of CSR’s audio-optimized aptX Bluetooth 
codec and a Burr-Brown PCM5102 DAC chip. Installation 
was simple and the Bluetooth sound was always easy to 
enjoy, said Sam. “Highly recommended,” he concluded. 
JA’s measurements of the rBlink suggest that its sound 
quality will very much depend on the codec used to 
stream audio data to it; the AAC codec appeared to pre-
serve resolution at the expense of noise-floor modulation 
and enharmonic spuriae, while the aptX codec sacrificed 
absolute resolution in favor of preserving a random noise 
floor. Though data streamed via Bluetooth sounded 
somewhat brash and compressed vs that same data 
sent via a TosLink connection, the rBlink was surprisingly 
enjoyable, said JA. “Plug the Arcam’s S/PDIF output into 
your high-end D/A processor and you have a convenient 
and legitimate source of music,” he concluded. (Vol.36 
No.12, Vol.37 No.3 WWW) 
IFI NANO IDSD DAC: $199

A mere 16 years after the DSD format first appeared on 
the domestic-audio market, one can now buy a cigarette-
pack–sized DSD DAC with an asynchronous USB input 
for just $189. That product, the iFi nano iDSD, includes 
a lithium-polymer battery that’s automatically charged 
via the USB bus, and supports PCM resolutions up to 
32-bit/384kHz. Used in a budget desktop system with a 
pair of Tannoy Reveal 402 active speakers, the iFi nano 
iDSD impressed ML with sound that was “rich and full, 
with a lovely dimensional quality—the last something that 
often goes missing from the sound of DACs in this price 
range.” (Vol.38 No.9 WWW) 

D

APPLE AIRPORT EXPRESS: $99 $$$ ★

While the Airport Express works only with iTunes v4.6 or 
later (running on both PCs and Macs), is limited to 16-bit 
data, and functions only at a 44.1kHz sample rate, the 
combination of iTunes and the Airport Express offered 
an easy way to pipe CD-quality music around the entire 
home. “The beauty of this unassuming component,” said 
JA, “is its S/PDIF data output, which allows the Airport Ex-
press to assume a respectable role in a true high-end au-
dio system.” However, its lack of an internal clock can lead 
to the first couple of seconds of songs being missed with 
DACs that are slow to lift their mutes. (Vol.28 No.5 WWW)

K

AYRE CODEX, BRYSTON BDA-2, LYNX AES16E 

SOUNDCARD, PS AUDIO NUWAVE.

DELETIONS

AudioQuest DragonFly v1.2, Bel Canto e.One DAC3.5VB 
Mk.II, CambridgeDacMagic XS, Meridian Explorer, all re-
placed by new models; Benchmark DAC1 HDR, Musical Fi-
delity M6DAC, dCS Puccini, Wadia 121decoding computer 
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top-end air, transient speed, and bass extension, said MF. 
The darTZeel matched the resolution and transparency of 
the mbl 6010 D while managing to sound less mechanical, 
said MF about his reference preamp as of summer 2008. 
(He bought one!) US price will depend on the exchange 
rate from Swiss francs. (Vol.30 No.6, Vol.31 No.10, Vol.33 
Nos.5 & 10 WWW) 
LUXMAN CLASSIC CL-38U: $4490 $$$
With styling that brings to mind the Marantz Model 7C—
especially if you “squint a little,” per AD—the Luxman CL-
38u preamplifier mates classic form with classic function 
by including a mono switch, rumble filter, balance control, 
tone controls (with switchable hinge frequencies), and a 
phono section, the latter with built-in step-up transform-
ers for MC gain. All voltage-gain and buffering chores in 
the CL-38u are handled by eight dual-triode tubes, with 
rectification and some switching accomplished by solid-
state devices. In AD’s tube-happy system, the Luxman 
“presented music with natural, realistic warmth and color, 
and fine bass-to-treble balance,” although with the “tone 
controls enabled, the sound was cloudier, less open.” AD 
also praised the Luxman’s “sheer speed and clarity of mu-
sical timing,” ultimately describing the CL-38u as “not just 
a good value: It’s an exceptional value.” Reporting from 
his test bench, JA gave the CL-38u a clean bill of health: 
it “doesn’t appear to be compromised in any way, either 
by its versatility or by its exclusive use of tubes.” (Vol.38 
No.5 WWW) 
MUSIC FIRST AUDIO BABY REFERENCE  
PREAMPLIFIER: $8590 ★

Slightly larger than Music First’s less expensive Classic v2, 
the Baby Reference passive preamp measures 9.75" W by 
3.4" H by 10.1" D and is available with a black, blue, red, or 
clear anodized faceplate. Standard connections include 
two balanced XLR inputs, four unbalanced XLR inputs, 
and one pair each of balanced and unbalanced outputs. 
Like the Classic, the Baby Reference provides 24 discrete 
volume steps, including mute, but forgoes the Classic’s 
+6dB gain switch and uses a larger, more complex trans-
former. The sound was smooth, sweet, and extended, with 
exceptional transient speed and surprisingly deep bass, 
said ST. “[The Baby Reference] is the best preamp I’ve had 
in my system,” he concluded, “probably because it’s not a 
preamp at all.” Compared with the Promitheus Audio Ref-
erence TVC4, the Music First offered deeper bass, cleaner 
treble, greater openness, and less dynamic congestion, 
said ST. (Vol.35 No.10, Vol.36 No.5) 
NAGRA JAZZ: $11,650–$14,500,  
DEPENDING ON OPTIONS ★

The Jazz is a tubed line preamp with one pair balanced 
and four pairs single-ended inputs, and one pair balanced 
and two pairs single-ended outputs. It uses a 12AX7 dual-
triode input-stage tube and a 12AT7 gain-stage tube. Mea-
suring 12" W by 3" H by 10" D and weighing 7 lbs, it has a 
faceplate machined from a solid billet of aluminum, giving 
it the rugged, purposeful look and feel common to Nagra 
components. Though it lacked some bottom-end impact, 
the Jazz had a clean, clear, revealing sound with an uncol-
ored midrange, extended highs, and lightning-fast tran-
sients, said BJR. “I enjoyed every piece of music I listened 
to through the Jazz, even when it ruthlessly revealed 
differences in recording quality,” he concluded. JA noted 
excellent measured performance. (Vol.36 No.4 WWW) 
PARASOUND HALO JC 2 BP: $4495 $$$ ★

Styled to match the JC 1 power amplifier and finished in 
the same brushed, natural aluminum, the JC 2 exhibits a 
high standard of construction. Each channel of the fully 
balanced JC 2 is on a separate PCB, with the audio and 
control power supplies on separate circuits, isolated from 
each other by 3/8"-thick aluminum partitions. ST was im-
pressed by the JC 2’s noiseless operation and excellent 
reproduction of space, which allowed music “to emerge 
intact—with body, bloom, and dynamics, with definition 
and detail—from an utterly silent background.” JA agreed, 
but decided the JC 2 sounded best with warmer-sounding 
amplifiers and speakers, when it excelled in the areas of 
images and dynamics. “Perhaps the finest solid-state 
line stage I have heard,” sums up ST. “This is what a great 
line stage does: lets all the other components perform at 

2, the Ayre sounded warmer overall, with a fleshier lower 
midrange. Its measured performance was “about as good 
as it gets for a solid-state preamplifier,” said JA. Black fin-
ish adds $250. (Vol.29 No.5 original version; Vol.34 No.6 
MP version WWW) 
BALANCED AUDIO TECHNOLOGY REX II:
$25,000
The tubed, line-level Rex II is supplied in two boxes, albeit 
not in accordance with audio tradition: the Rex II’s control 
module (eight tubes) contains a single gain stage for the 
left and right channels, plus the dual-mono power supply 
that runs it, while the power module (ten tubes) contains 
everything else, along with everything else’s power sup-
ply. There are five inputs and three outputs—all balanced, 
of course—and ergonomic refinements abound, including 
a left/right balance control, a mono switch, and a switch 
to invert signal polarity. FK—who reminds the reader that 
two boxes filled with a total of 18 tubes will add warmth 
to any home—responded with enthusiasm to the changes 
wrought by the broken-in BAT: “singers beamed from the 
soundstage with a matter-of-fact, lifelike presence that 
I’d never heard from my system.” He added, “the Rex II 
captured . . . their most softly whispered asides. It was 
spooky-palpable.” Overall, FK concluded that the Rex II 
“eked from my LPs and CDs more new things than any 
other component I’ve sampled in years.” JA, for his part, 
described the BAT’s measured performance as “excel-
lent.” (Vol.39 No.1 WWW) 
BESPOKE AUDIO: $12,000 AND UP
Built around a stereo pair of hand-wound, multitapped 
transformers, the Bespoke Audio preamplifier—which 
provides attenuation and source selection but no actual 
preamplification—is a passive line stage that exudes an 
“unsurpassed” level of quality, according to AD. Buyers 
select from a variety of colors, materials, connector types, 
and ergonomic refinements, the last including a motor-
ized volume knob and remote handset. While declaring 
that he is not normally a fan of passive preamps, owing in 
particular to a paucity of musical impact from systems so 
equipped, AD noted that the Bespoke was better in that 
regard than he’d expected, and that its use brought en-
hanced clarity to some recordings: “the best justification 
yet” for the passive approach is offered by this product, he 
believes. (Vol.38 No.10 WWW) 
BOULDER 2110: $55,000
Given that its predecessor, the model 2010, enjoyed a 
17-year run in Boulder Amplifiers’ product line, much was 
expected of the new 2110 line preamplifier: a multibox 
solid-state model in which user functions are optically 
controlled to eliminate noise, and whose six inputs are 
characterized by an impressive degree of adjustability 
and flexibility of configuration. All of its inputs and out-
puts are fully balanced, addressed only with XLR jacks, 
and the 2110 goes the 2010 one better by adding a fully 
differentially balanced volume control. Using the Boulder 
2110 with his darTZeel NHB-18NS mono amps in balanced 
mode, MF observed that “[it] produced image intensity, 
physicality, and solidity that were unprecedented in my 
experience. First take: a giant Wow.” MF elaborated: “It 
made recordings I know to be truly exceptional sound 
even more so through my system.” With the Boulder pre 
on his test bench, JA observed, “The 2110’s distortion is 
so low, in fact, that it taxed my ability to measure it.” JA 
ultimately pronounced the 2110 “the best-measuring pre-
amplifier I have encountered.” (Vol.38 No.3 WWW) 
CLASSÉ CP-800: $6000 ★

A new breed of audio component, the versatile CP-800 
is a remote-controlled, solid-state preamplifier with a 
touchscreen display, DSP-implemented tone and equal-
izer controls, 10 digital inputs (AES/EBU, three S/PDIF on 
coax, four S/PDIF on TosLink, asynchronous USB, front-
panel USB host connector), five analog inputs (two pairs 
balanced, three pairs unbalanced), and seven analog out-
puts (three pairs balanced, three pairs unbalanced, and 
a front-panel headphone jack). One of the first products 
to come from Classé’s Chinese manufacturing plant, the 
attractive, solidly built CP-800 shares the curved alumi-
num front panel of earlier Classé Delta-series products. 
Though it lacked some flesh and warmth, the Classé pro-

duced a clean, clear, and detailed overall sound, with an 
especially delicate treble, said JA. On the test bench, the 
Classé’s digital input showed about two bits’ worth less 
resolution than the current state of the art, but its analog 
performance was beyond reproach. (Vol.35 No.9 WWW) 
CONVERGENT AUDIO TECHNOLOGY SL1 RE-
NAISSANCE BLACK PATH EDITION: $9990 LINE 
ONLY, $11,990 WITH PHONO STAGE
The Convergent Audio Technology SL1, which has grown 
a long name to match its long life, continues to be revised 
and refined by designer Ken Stevens. In its Renaissance 
update, the heralded CAT SL1 line stage received a new 
circuit-board layout and improved power supply; it was 
also treated to an A/V bypass, user-selectable gain, and 
a switch-selectable, moving-coil transformer for its op-
tional phono stage ($2000). Compared to its predeces-
sor, the SL1 Ultimate, the Renaissance offered greater 
transparency, resolution, and dynamics, said RD. JA noted 
“superb measured performance and an equally superbly 
linear circuit topology.” The most recent (2015) change 
was occasioned by CAT’s development of their Black Path 
signal capacitor, and named for it; further audio-circuit 
optimizations and a reduction in noise intermodulation 
are also among the refinements claimed for the Black 
Path Edition. After spending time with the SL1 Renais-
sance, RD pointed to improved rendering of intertransient 
silence, crisper and tighter percussion sounds, and better 
transparency and resolution than from the SL1 Ultimate: 
“I knew I was hearing no minor improvement.” (Vol.32 
No.11, Vol.38 No.12 WWW) 
DAN D’AGOSTINO MASTER AUDIO SYSTEMS 
MOMENTUM: $35,000
Among the most beautiful pieces of audio gear” that MF 
has seen or touched, the Dan D’Agostino Momentum 
echoes the sculpted aluminum-with-copper, quasi-
steam-punk cosmetics of the Dan D’Agostino Momentum 
power amplifier—but with a chunky, round volume con-
trol/level meter in place of the amplifier’s chunky, round, 
output-power meter. As MF observed, “The complemen-
tary, balanced, zero-feedback Momentum is DC-coupled, 
has no capacitors in the signal path, and features fully dis-
crete circuitry with no op-amps. Volume adjustment is via 
an optical controller and resistor ladder.” User controls for 
the line-level-only, low-gain Momentum—all available on 
the impressive remote handset, most on the front panel—
include absolute signal polarity, channel balance, source 
selection, mute, and tone controls. The main unit and its 
curvy and cunningly designed outboard power supply—
the former sits atop the latter—are electrically connected 
via a multipin umbilical. After listening, MF commented: 
“In the Momentum, Dan D’Agostino has produced a pre-
amplifier that duplicates the Momentum amp’s delicacy, 
transparency, three-dimensionality, and especially its 
liquidity and freedom from grain without softening tran-
sients—all floating above the blackest backdrops.” Sum-
ming up his measurements, JA noted that “the Momen-
tum preamplifier lives up to Dan D’Agostino’s reputation 
for heroic audio engineering.” (Vol.37 No.8 WWW) 
DARTZEEL NHB-18NS: 31,700 CHF ★

The “stunningly transparent” darTZeel offered spectacu-
lar transient speed, resolution, and decay, while providing 
an overall coherence that “made recorded music, analog 
or digital, sound much closer to live,” said MF. Bass lacked 
some authority, and the sound sometimes had “a slight 
velvety finish.” With its warm, vivid combination of red 
chassis and dark gold front and rear panels, the NHB-
18NS “looks like it sounds.” Its fully dual-mono design, 
lack of global negative feedback, and ultrawide band-
widths are meant to eliminate phase shifts at the frequen-
cy extremes. JA was “puzzled” by some aspects of the 
darTZeel’s measured performance, particularly the much 
poorer performance through the balanced inputs and 
outputs, but was overall impressed by the level of audio 
engineering. Compared to the harmonically rich Musical 
Fidelity AMS Primo, the darTZeel offered a more clinical 
sound: tighter bass, greater transparency, more precisely 
defined images, shorter sustain, and a diminished sense 
of musical flow. Compared to Einstein Audio’s The Tube 
Mk.II, the NHB-18NS sacrificed bass weight for greater 
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average output. (Vol.38 No.6 WWW) 
VTL TL5.5 SERIES II SIGNATURE: $8000

VTL’s most expensive all-tube preamplifier retains the 
basic circuit topology of the original TL-5.5 with a lower-
gain, high-current 12AU7 tube circuit, a 12AT7 tube buffer, 
minimal negative feedback, and a low-impedance output 
stage. It uses a new, precision-regulated power supply 
and has a 117-step, chip-based differential volume con-
trol. There are two pairs of inputs that can be operated in 
either balanced or single-ended mode, as well as six ad-
ditional single-ended inputs. Though it wasn’t as resolving 
or detailed as the Nagra Jazz, the VTL produced delicate 
highs, a voluptuous midrange, and punchy bass, said BJR, 
adding “an extraordinary sense of lower bass extension 
and high level dynamic slam.” “VTL’s TL-5.5 Series II Sig-
nature is a nicely engineered preamplifier that offers no 
measured compromise resulting from its use of tubes,” 
added JA. Optional phono stage adds $2500. (Vol.36 No.6 
WWW) 
YPSILON PST-100 MK2: $37,000 ★

Made in Greece, the PST-100 is a handsome tubed pream-
plifier housed in a thick, satin-finished aluminum chassis. 
It features transformer-based attenuation, 6CA4 tube 
rectification, choke supply filtering, a switchable pas-
sive mode, and a zero-feedback active stage based on a 
carefully selected Siemens C3m pentode tube. Though 
differences between the PST-100’s active and passive 
stages were small, MF preferred the passive stage for its 
purer, more transparent sound. Compared to the darTZeel 
NHB-18NS, the Ypsilon produced more vivid tonal colors 
and greater physicality. “For now,” MF concluded, “the Yp-
silon PST-100 is the most transparent and, therefore, the 
most perfect audio component I have ever heard—or not 
heard.” Though XLR input and output jacks are provided, 
the circuitry is unbalanced only. Without a line stage, the 
completely passive PST-100 TA costs $26,000. (Vol.34 
No.7 WWW) 
ZESTO AUDIO LETO 1.5: $7500

As BJR put it, the word that best describes the technical 
design of the “drop-dead-gorgeous” Zesto Audio Leto 
line-level preamplifier is simplicity: its per-channel tube 
complement of one 12AX7 dual-triode and one 12AU7 
dual-triode provides up to 12dB of gain—which the user 
can switch to 3dB, if the need arises to stay within the 
volume control’s most accurate range. All switching is 
done with reed relays, and BJR described the stripped-
down remote control as “the most minimalist I’ve ever 
encountered.” In addition to single-ended operation, the 
Leto offers transformer-coupled, true-balanced inputs 
and outputs. The Zesto Leto was capable of great musical 
delicacy, BJR noted, and “it most impressed . . . with its 
ability to articulate transients.” He was also “astounded 
by the Leto’s wide and linear dynamic range,” although, 
on the downside, “the Zesto seemed to run out of gas a 
bit in the loudest passages; in short, [its] dynamic range 
seemed to stretch only from ppp to ff.” In his measure-
ments, JA was impressed overall, noting in particular that 
“the Leto’s distortion signature doesn’t change with level, 
frequency, load impedance, or at different volume-control 
settings.” 2015 “1.5” version adds a headphone amplifier. 
(Vol.37 No.4 WWW) 

B

PARASOUND HALO P 7: $2295 $$$ ★

Full-featured analog stereo preamp with six stereo inputs, 
balanced and unbalanced outputs, front-panel head-
phone and MP3 jacks, and an MM/MC phono preamp—
See “Multichannel Components.” Delightful sound but 
“falls asymptotically short of the delicacy of the Nagra 
and Simaudio preamps I have used,” says KR. (Vol.32 No.1 
WWW) 
PARASOUND HALO P 5: $1095 $$$

The 2.1-channel Parasound Halo P5—the “.1” hints at 
the P5’s three subwoofer outputs, which incorporate 
user-adjustable high- and low-pass filters—is a solid-state 
line-and-phono preamplifier equipped with a balance 
control, defeatable tone controls, an analog iPod input, 
electronic source switching, a headphone jack, and a 
built-in 24-bit/192kHz D/A converter with a USB input. AD 

their best. The Halo JC 2 matched the Ayre KX-R in terms 
of openness and sparkle, but sounded leaner and could 
not reach the Ayre’s level of deep musicality, said WP. 
Compared to the Simaudio Moon Evolution P-7, the JC 2 
sacrificed body for leading-edge definition, felt JA. One of 
Stereophile’s “Joint Amplification Components” for 2008. 
Configured for home-theater bypass, the BP version of 
Parasound’s excellent JC 2 preamplifier ($4795) has a 
revised circuit board and front-panel control board that 
make possible the hybridization of a traditional analog 
two-channel system with a modern digital multichannel 
system. The Halo JC 2 BP looks almost identical to the 
Halo JC 2, with only the Bypass LED on the front panel and 
the letters “BP” added to the labeling front and rear. It of-
fers both balanced RCA and unbalanced XLR inputs and 
outputs. KR heard no difference between a direct connec-
tion from pre-pro to power amp and a connection via the 
JC 2 BP’s bypass function. Owners of existing JC 2s can 
have their units upgraded to BP status for $500. (Vol.30 
No.12, Vol.31 Nos.3 & 11, Vol.32 No.3, Vol.34 No.6 WWW; 
‘BP version Vol.34 No.3 WWW) 
PASS LABS XP-30: $16,500 ★

In its conventional two-channel model, the XP-30 com-
prises three separate chassis: one each for its control cir-
cuitry and power supply and each channel’s audio circuit-
ry. Using additional chassis, the XP-30 can be expanded 
to as many as six channels. Each audio chassis has both a 
Master and a Slave analog output, duplicated on balanced 
XLRs and single-ended RCAs; and six analog inputs, also 
duplicated on balanced XLRs and single-ended RCAs. The 
XP-30 uses an integrated-circuit volume control. It virtu-
ally transported JA to recording studios and performance 
spaces, consistently drawing his attention to aspects of 
music rather than of sound. “The XP-30 has rekindled for 
me the concept that the beating heart of an audio system 
is the preamplifier,” he said. Measured performance was 
superb. (Vol.36 No.4, Vol.38 No.5 WWW) 
PLACETTE AUDIO ACTIVE LINE STAGE: $6995 ★

The Active Linestage is intended to combine the trans-
parency of Placette’s purist Remote Volume Control 
with a usable level of functionality, providing five sets of 
unbalanced inputs, two sets of outputs, and a tape loop. 
Its absolute clarity, focus, solidity, and transparency were 
unrivaled in BD’s experience. “Highly recommended.” Sold 
direct, with a lifetime warranty and 30-day refund policy. 
(Vol.30 No.11 WWW) 
PROMITHEUS AUDIO REFERENCE TVC:

$890 $$$

Made by Nicholas Chua in Kuala Lumpur, the TVC4 pas-
sive preamp is housed in a compact (12.2" W by 3.75" H 
by 9" D) chassis made of merbau, an endangered Ma-
laysian hardwood. It has two transformers per channel, 
separate left and right volume controls, and offers four 
pairs of unbalanced inputs and two pairs of unbalanced 
outputs. Though it lacked the tight bass, extended treble, 
and transparency of the much more expensive Music First 
Baby Reference, the TVC4 produced a warm, rich, tube-
like sound, said ST. “Promitheus Audio’s Reference TVC4 
is worth the money and more,” he concluded. Add $80 for 
shipping to the US from Kuala Lumpur. (Vol.36 No.5) 
SHINDO MASSETO: $13,500 ★

Like the less-expensive Aurieges, the Masseto is a full-
function preamplifier, but adds a selectable choice be-
tween moving-magnet and moving-coil phono inputs. 
The dual-mono power supply is based on a pair of Philips 
6X4WA rectifier tubes, the phono stage uses one Philips 
6189W and one Philips 12AT7 per channel, and its line 
stage uses a single LCP86 triode/pentode per channel. 
With a “stunningly low noise floor,” the Masseto con-
sistently conveyed music in a way that allowed Art to 
become fully immersed in the performance. “Time after 
time,” he said, “I found myself responding to my hi-fi the 
way I respond to real music.” The Masseto’s stock input 
MC transformer was “quiet in every way,” and worked es-
pecially well with Art’s Miyabi cartridge, providing “loads 
of texture, and enough drama to keep me happy indefi-
nitely,” he said. AD’s reference preamp since 2007. Current 
model uses the same basic line, phono, and power-supply 
circuits found in the original, but has a fancier faceplate. 

Art has found that the Masseto does not respond well 
to isolation devices, aftermarket AC cords, or alternate 
tubes, and he recommends very gentle insertion and re-
moval of interconnects to avoid damaging the Masseto’s 
fragile Switchcraft RCA jacks. Still, the Masseto remains 
“satisfyingly musical and downright right,” he said. “The 
most beauty you can buy for this kind of money.” (Vol.30 
Nos.7 & 10; Vol.36 No.6 WWW) 
SIMAUDIO MOON EVOLUTION 850P: $30,000

The solid and beautifully built 850P is a two-chassis, dual-
mono line-stage preamplifier with three balanced and 
four unbalanced inputs, a monitor/signal-processor loop, 
and two sets each of balanced and unbalanced outputs. 
It uses Simaudio’s M-Octave mechanical damping sys-
tem to decouple the audio circuit board from the chassis 
with eight compliant feet, each made of an elastomeric 
material and pre-loading chosen for their ability to damp 
the frequencies relevant to that part of the board. The 
850P’s complex power supply incorporates 40 examples 
of Simaudio’s unique Independent Inductive DC Filtering 
topology, and its M-Ray volume-control circuit allows the 
user to precisely and quickly fine-tune the level in incre-
ments of 0.1 or 1dB. The sound was exceptionally trans-
parent, with expertly reproduced transients, sharp image 
focus, and an outstanding sense of space, said BD. “No 
doubt about it,” JA agreed—”Simaudio’s Moon Evolution 
850P is one of the best-measuring preamplifiers I have 
encountered.” (Vol.36 No.12 WWW) 
SIMAUDIO MOON EVOLUTION 740P: $9000

The solid-state Moon Evolution 740P is a dual-mono line-
level preamplifier that offers both single-ended and true 
balanced operation, the latter thanks to its differential 
audio circuitry. Its volume control is Simaudio’s own M-
eVOL2 stage, comprising 530 discrete steps of 0.1dB 
each, and its power supply is built around the similarly 
orthographically odd M-LoVo voltage-regulator stage. FK 
had strong praise for the Simaudio’s temporal cohesion, 
its ability to “[keep] low-level signals pure,” and its facil-
ity with “detail . . . that most preamps smudge,” but added 
that “in no way . . . did the 740P ever sound too analytical; 
its clarity didn’t come at the sacrifice of musical warmth.” 
JA summed up the Simaudio’s time on the test bench: 
“The Moon Evolution 740P’s measured performance is 
beyond reproach.” (Vol.38 No.5 WWW) 
TAD LABORATORIES C600: $42,000

Part of TAD’s Reference line, the C600 is a dual-mono, 
solid-state line preamplifier with a substantial external 
power supply. It measures 17.5" W by 5.9" H by 17.2" D, 
weighs almost 64 lbs, and has an attractive chassis of 
brushed anodized aluminum. It offers three unbalanced 
and three balanced inputs, two unbalanced and two bal-
anced outputs, and two buffered Tape outputs. Each of the 
C600’s inputs is associated with its own relay-controlled 
preamplifier, ladder resistor attenuator, and gain stage. 
The C600 combined airy highs, a somewhat lean mid-
range, and powerful bass for a sound that was exciting, 
resolute, and ruthlessly revealing, said MF. “TAD’s C600 is 
a meticulously designed and exceptionally well-built high-
tech wonder,” he concluded. “Its construction and audio 
engineering are beyond reproach,” JA added. (Vol.36 No.6 
WWW) 
VAC SIGNATURE SE: $19,500 (LINE STAGE 

ONLY), $26,000 (WITH PHONO)

In its basic form, the Signature SE ($19,500) is a tubed 
line stage that offers a mix of balanced (XLR) and unbal-
anced (RCA) inputs and outputs, the latter addressed by 
custom-designed output transformers. Its optional phono 
stage ($6500)—dual-triode tubes, MC step-up trans-
formers, separate power-supply transformer, and all—fits 
alongside the line-level circuitry in the preamp’s main en-
closure. (A second, separate chassis is devoted to the line 
stage’s power supply.) In his last review for Stereophile, 
our beloved friend BJR described the VAC Signature SE as 
nothing less than “the most significant audio product I’ve 
ever hooked up to my reference system. It was flawless.” 
Noting, in his measurements, some frequency-dependent 
“poor overload margin” and “high intermodulation distor-
tion” in the VAC’s phono stage, JA recommended partner-
ing the preamp only with phono cartridges of lower-than-
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solid-state M28 is a fully balanced, dual-differential de-
sign from its XLR input to its speaker outputs. Its speci-
fied 200Wpc into 8 ohms comes courtesy of two banks of 
12 bipolar transistors each, and its CNC-machined case 
ensures that, in Bricasti’s words, “each element mates to 
a purpose-built location within the chassis.” MF described 
the M28 as “a powerful, beautifully built amplifier” and 
praised it as “faultlessly smooth and rich in the critical 
midrange,” adding that “[e]ven a diehard tube lover would 
be impressed.” But he found the M28 to be “more smooth 
and sweet than fast and tight,” and suggested that its top 
end was “insufficiently fast and precise for my taste.” Re-
porting from the lab, JA said: “Its measured performance 
reveals Bricasti’s M28 to be a worthy stablemate to the 
company’s superb-measuring and equally superb-sound-
ing M1 D/A processor.” For his Follow-Up, JA auditioned 
the Bricasti amps in his own system, and described the 
sonic balance achieved by the combination of Bricasti 
amps and KEF Blade Two loudspeakers as being “a little 
on the polite side.” But he also found that the GamuT RS7 
speakers “proved a synergistic match,” the M28s produc-
ing “an enormous sweep of sound at the climaxes.” His 
conclusion: “used in an empathetic system . . . [the M28s] 
will produce true reference-quality sound.” (Vol.38 No.5 & 
8 WWW) 
CLASSÉ CA-M600 MONOBLOCK: $14,000/PAIR
CLASSÉ CT-M600 MONOBLOCK: $13,000/
PAIR ★

In a mundane-looking black box with a detachable rack-
mount front panel that matches the styling of Classé’s 
CT-SSP preamplifier-processor, the CT-M600 is rated to 
deliver 600W (700W at actual clipping) into 8 ohms. It 
employs Classé’s Intelligent Cooling Tunnel, in which in-
ternal heatsinks are mated to a microcontroller to actively 
ensure a thermally stable environment. All the audio cir-
cuitry, including the 36 output devices, is carried on two 
six-layer boards, allowing signal paths to be very short and 
keeping the amplifier’s noise floor very low. The CT-M600 
was the “consummate chameleon,” drawing the best from 
a wide variety of loudspeakers, providing enormous dy-
namic range, deathly quiet backgrounds, and intensely 
saturated colors. “They are the best-sounding amplifiers 
I have auditioned in my system [as of 2013],” said JA. 
Compared to the massive Musical Fidelity AMS100, the 
CT-M600 offered better upper-bass definition and slightly 
more upper-frequency energy, but lacked the AMS100’s 
sweet, forgiving treble, said JA. The CA-M600 is essen-
tially the same amplifier, housed in Classé’s traditional 
Delta-series enclosure, with its brushed-aluminum front 
panel curved around to form the side panels. (Vol.34 
Nos.3 & 9 WWW) 
CONSTELLATION CENTAUR MONOBLOCK:
$64,000/PAIR
The 103-lb Performance Centaur Mono is rated to deliver 
500W into 8 ohms, features minimalist industrial design 
by Alex Rasmussen, and offers conventional balanced and 
unbalanced inputs as well as a Direct XLR input for use 
with Constellation preamps. Utilizing Constellation’s pro-
prietary Balanced Bridge topology, each Centaur Mono 
includes a pair of carefully matched amplifiers, both using 
only N-channel MOSFETs. Though they lacked ultimate 
bass depth and definition, the Centaurs produced a fast, 
open, transparent sound that was ruthlessly revealing, but 
never unnaturally harsh or edgy, said MF. For best results, 
the Centaurs’ open sound will require careful matching of 
associated gear, and especially careful choice of cables, 
he cautioned. “Constellation Audio’s Performance Cen-
taur Mono is a powerhouse of an amplifier capable of de-
livering very high power with very low distortion into 4 and 
8 ohms,” JA concluded. (Vol.36 No.11 WWW) 
DAN D’AGOSTINO MOMENTUM MONOBLOCK:
$65,000/PAIR
Dan D’Agostino’s statement product, the 300W (450W at 
actual clipping into 8 ohms) Momentum has a compact 
chassis (12.5" W by 5" H by 21" D) machined from a single 
aluminum billet. A large, round power meter dominates 
the front panel, while thick copper side panels act as 
heatsinks. The low-feedback, fully complementary, bal-
anced design uses 1% metal-film resistors and two dozen 

observed: “On paper . . . the Parasound P5 seemed like an 
awful lot of product for the money; that impression was 
borne out in my system.” He described the preamp as 
slightly dry sounding but with “enduringly good musical 
flow and momentum, and superb freedom from distor-
tions of pitch or timing.” While the P5’s built-in DAC was 
pleasantly clear, AD suggested that it was no match for 
the more colorful, substantial Halide DAC HD; in his mea-
surements, JA concurred, saying the P5’s digital section is 
best “regarded as more of a convenience” feature, while 
praising the analog preamp’s “excellent performance at 
an affordable price.” (Vol.37 No.4 WWW)

Editor’s Note: There are currently no Class C preampli-
fiers listed.

D
EMOTIVA CONTROL FREAK: $49
To the minimalist audiophile whose system combines 
a single source component with an amplifier that lacks 
a level control, the Emotiva Control Freak would seem a 
boon. The Control Freak even dispenses with the box: It is, 
as ST put it, “A set of interconnects with a volume control 
in the middle.” Other than that, the only thing ST had to 
say was, “I love the feel of the Emotiva.” There you go. Bal-
anced version costs $59. (Vol.37 No.12) 
SCHIIT AUDIO SYS: $49
ST, to whom the concept of a simple and gainless preamp 
has great appeal—”Why do you need so much gain if all 
you’re going to do is dial it back[?]”—was attracted to 
this latest piece from Schiit. The SYS provides two pairs 
of input jacks, a switch for choosing between them, a vol-
ume control, and one pair of output jacks. Compared with 
an $8500 transformer-based passive preamp, the Schiit 
disappointed in its lack of ability to “expand dynamics 
and quiet background noise.” But, said ST, “The Schiit SYS 
preamp introduced no crap of its own. No power-supply 
noise, no tube farts, no glare.” His verdict: “You almost owe 
it to yourself” to try the Schiit SYS. (Vol.37 No.12)

K
NAD M12, ARCAM C49.

DELETIONS

Audio Research Reference 5SE, Convergent Audio Tech-
nology SL1 Renaissance, Lamm Industries LL1 Signature, 
all replaced by new models.

TWO-CHANNEL  

POWER AMPLIFIERS

Editor’s Note: Because of the disparity between typical 
tube and solid-state “sounds,” we have split Class A for 
separate power amplifiers into two subclasses. Neverthe-
less, even within each subclass, Class A amplifiers differ 
sufficiently in character that each will shine in an appro-
priate system. Careful auditioning with your own loud-
speakers is therefore essential. Except where stated, out-
put powers are not the specified powers but rather those 
we measured into an 8 ohm resistive load. All amplifiers 
are stereo models, except where designated.

A (SOLID-STATE)

ARCAM FMJ P49: $4999
Now that British company Arcam has been acquired by a 
Canadian pro-audio firm, they’ve begun manufacturing 
their highest-end products in the US, and the FMJ P49 
is among the first of these. Specified to deliver 200Wpc 
into 8 ohms, the FMJ P49 operates in class-G: Depend-
ing on the demand placed on it by the input signal, the 
power supply switches between low- and high-voltage 
rails for the output transistors, thus vastly improving ef-
ficiency and reducing heat. (The transition occurs at ap-
proximately 50Wpc—about the limit one might expect 
from a pure class-A amp with a similar output section.) JA 
commended the Arcam for “meet[ing] a high standard” 
of clarity and transparency. The FMJ P49 exhibited excel-

lent control of the very lowest frequencies, and retrieved 
subtle details sufficiently well that, with one 50-year-old 
track, “even some print-through” from the original tape 
was audible. JA declared the P49 “a well-engineered 
amplifier,” with no problems arising from its distinctive 
power-supply arrangement. (Vol.38 No.11 WWW) 
ATC P1: $3999
No strangers to the making of solid-state amplifiers—ATC 
has, for decades, specialized in building self-powered 
speakers for the pro and domestic markets—the British 
firm now sells a 150Wpc standalone power amplifier. The 
P1 is said to offer wide bandwidth (2Hz–400kHz) and a 
high damping factor (400), plus true balanced inputs 
alongside its unbalanced RCA jacks. (ATC recommends 
the former for best performance.) After spending a num-
ber of weeks with the P1, JM concluded that “the P1 did 
not editorialize on the music; it just delivered it.” Indeed, 
his time with the ATC P1 led JM to wonder if perhaps an-
other recommendable amp was, by comparison, adding a 
bit of “zip” to the sound, “and that perhaps the ATC P1 was 
telling the story straight.” JM concluded: “I am unaware of 
any other amplifier built from discrete components with 
this level of build quality, and from a firm with a record of 
accomplishment similar to ATC’s, that offers so much ex-
cellent wattage at such a comparatively low price.” (Vol.37 
No.10 WWW) 
AYRE ACOUSTICS MX-R TWENTY MONOBLOCK:
$29,500/PAIR
In the time since the introduction of their original MX-R 
monoblock, for which Wes Phillips had high praise in 
Stereophile’s April 2007 issue, Ayre Acoustics discovered 
the suitability to high-performance domestic audio of the 
half-century-old “diamond” circuit configuration of bipo-
lar transistors. An advanced version of that innovation, the 
Double Diamond output stage, along with Ayre’s recently 
developed AyreLock voltage-regulator refinement, and 
a few other new refinements, have now been applied to 
Ayre’s top-of-the-line power amplifier. The result is the 
MX-R Twenty, a 300Wpc flagship named in honor of Ayre’s 
20th anniversary. Describing the MX-R Twentys’ perfor-
mance in his system, JA opined that, no matter what he 
played, the MX-R Twentys “simply stepped out of the way 
of the music, letting it flow unimpeded.” And bassist JA 
couldn’t help being impressed by how well the MX-R Twen-
tys reproduced a sound he knows so well: “[Jaco Pasto-
rius’s] detuned low F and C were so well formed and so 
palpable that they rolled from the speakers and across the 
floor to me!” Reporting from his test bench, JA described 
the Twenty as “significantly quieter than its predecessor,” 
and declared the Ayre “a true high-resolution amplifier.” 
(Vol.38 No.8 WWW) 
BENCHMARK AHB2: $2995 $$$
Named for the late Allen H. Burdick, the engineer whose 
work formed the basis for its design, Benchmark’s AHB2 
is a compact (11" W by 3.8" H by 9.3" D) and lightweight 
(12.5 lbs) solid-state amplifier. The AHB2 makes use of 
THX Corporation’s Achromatic Audio Amplifier (AAA) 
technology, in which a low-power feed-forward ampli-
fier drives a low-bias class-AB output section, the latter 
energized by a system of class-H power-supply rails that 
deliver power in response to demand—resulting in an ex-
tremely efficient amplifier capable of robust power output 
(100Wpc into 8 ohms, 190Wpc into 4 ohms, and a strap-
ping 380W when strapped for mono, per Benchmark). In 
his listening tests, KR discovered “much more apparent 
low-level detail in already-familiar recordings”—a charac-
teristic he credited to the Benchmark’s evident noiseless-
ness—and a tonal balance that “sounded more ‘right’ than 
any of [the other amps on hand].” In measuring the AHB2 
and attempting to confirm its specified very high signal/
noise ratio, JA observed nonlinearities in his testing equip-
ment that “haven’t affected the measured performance of 
other amplifiers I’ve tested, but they were detectable with 
the AHB2’s very low intrinsic distortion and noise.” His 
conclusion: “an extraordinary amplifier.” KR’s last word: 
“bargain.” (Vol.38 No.11 WWW) 
BRICASTI DESIGN M28 MONOBLOCK:
$30,000/PAIR
Made entirely in Bricasti’s factory in Massachusetts, the 
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“This is excellent measured performance. The Halo JC 1 
is not only the best amplifier to come from Parasound, 
it ranks up there with the best high-end heavyweights,” 
though WP felt that while the Halo JC 1 exhibited grace 
and delicacy compared with the much more expensive 
Luxman B-1000f, it lacked some impact, drive, resolu-
tion, and detail. Stereophile’s—and Sam Tellig’s—”Joint 
Amplification Component” for 2003. (Vol.26 Nos.2, 6, 
& 12, Vol.30 No.12, Vol.31 No.3, Vol.32 No.9, Vol.33 No.1, 
Vol.34 No.2 WWW; see also JA’s YG Carmel 2 review in 
Vol.38 No.15) 
PASS LABS XA60.5 MONOBLOCK: $11,000/PAIR

Designed by Nelson Pass, the XA60.5 is rated to deliver 
60W into 8 ohms (130W into 8 ohms at clipping) and uses 
Pass Labs’ balanced, single-ended, class-A Supersym-
metry circuit topology. Housed in the same case as the 
XA30.5 stereo amplifier, it has a gray-anodized aluminum 
front panel with a large, blue-illuminated meter that in-
dicates the output stage’s current draw. The interior is 
dominated by a large Plitron toroidal power transformer 
flanked by two circuit boards, each carrying 10 pairs of 
complementary power MOSFETs. Though it lacked some 
bottom-end authority, the XA60.5 produced a natural, 
transparent overall sound, with especially beautiful mids 
and highs, said JA. “It is the best-sounding amplifier I have 
ever used,” he concluded. (Vol.37 No.1 WWW) 
PS AUDIO BHK SIGNATURE 300: $14,998/PAIR

Named for its designer, Bascom H. King, the BHK Signa-
ture 300 is a hybrid monoblock, with a tubed input stage 
and a MOSFET power stage, claimed to deliver 300W into 
8 ohms. In a departure from the usual practice, all of those 
output transistors are n-channel devices, implementation 
of which requires cunning—and, according to King, a bit 
of global feedback. Both single-ended and balanced in-
puts are provided on the rear panel, where there is also a 
removable panel for accessing the amp’s two dual-triode 
tubes. In MF’s words, “the BHK Signature 300 is a pow-
erful, nimble-sounding amplifier that immediately drew 
me in with fast, punchy, tight bass; rich, liquid mids; and 
delicate, transparent highs—all effectively well integrated 
into a coherent whole.” During use on JA’s test bench, one 
of the BHKs became unstable, and while it didn’t fall and 
break its hip, it did stop working; JA carried on with the 
other Signature 300. He described it as “a well-designed, 
well-engineered powerhouse of an amplifier, though it will 
perform at its best with speakers having an impedance of 
4 ohms and above.” (Vol.39 No.2 WWW) 
SILTECH SAGA: $75,000

With their unabashedly expensive Structural Amplifier 
Gain Architecture (SAGA), cable specialists Siltech took a 
new approach to the two-box power amp: This is neither 
a pair of monoblocks nor a split between an amplifier 
and its power supply, but rather a split between a voltage 
amplifier and a current amplifier. The former, called V1, is 
a battery-powered tube amp that’s switchable between 
triode and pentode modes, while the latter, P1, is a mains-
powered solid-state amp. More unusual is the P1’s Apollo 
Light Drive technology, in which bias current for the 
output transistors is produced by training high-intensity 
LEDs on a solar panel: Take that, orthodoxy! According 
to MF, in comparison with other top amps of his recent 
experience, “the SAGA sounded as if it had tightened the 
turnbuckles of tonality, space, and, especially, rhythm ‘n’ 
pace—the sound was positively exhilarating.” But tight-
ened turnbuckles have their price: “Soundstage depth 
was somewhat foreshortened, with images between the 
speakers that normally appear well behind the speaker 
plane presenting themselves closer to a line drawn be-
tween them.” Still and all, MF concluded, “As soon as I 
pulled [the SAGA] from my system, I began to miss it.” JA’s 
measurements, spread over two sample sets, revealed 
“idiosyncratic” performance, prompting the recommen-
dation that “this expensive amplifier must be auditioned 
with the prospective owner’s own speakers. Stated price 
is for the V1 (voltage amp) plus P1 (current amp). C1 
(preamp) costs $37,500. Entire system costs $112,500. 
(Vol.37 No.10 WWW) 
SIMAUDIO MOON EVOLUTION 880M  

MONOBLOCK: $45,000/PAIR

69MHz output transistors in a direct-coupled, discrete, 
bipolar output circuit with a claimed frequency response 
of 20Hz–20kHz, ±0.1dB. The Momentums produced a 
seamless overall sound, with slightly reserved highs, a 
tube-like midrange, and an authoritative bottom end, said 
MF. “With the darTZeel NHB-458, it’s one of the two most 
satisfying power amplifiers I’ve ever heard,” he concluded. 
“This is an amplifier that is as well engineered as it is 
beautiful to behold,” said JA. Add $5000 for black finish. 
(Vol.36 No.2 WWW) 
DARTZEEL NHB-458 MONOBLOCK: 151,000 

CHF/PAIR

Made in Geneva, Switzerland, the 450W (530W at actual 
clipping) NHB-458 measures 18" H by 11" W by 20" D, 
weighs 154 lbs, and has a deep-gold, brushed front panel 
and retro-industrial, red-anodized case. Tinted glass side 
panels allow magnetic fields to escape the chassis and 
reveal the amp’s enormous cylindrical transformer. The 
large rear-panel heatsink has a cutout for connections 
that include RCA and XLR inputs, as well as a Zeel BNC 50 
ohm input, for use with darTZeel’s NHB-18NS preamplifier 
and Playback Designs’ SACD player and DAC. It combined 
outstanding speed, precise high-frequency transients, 
and unlimited dynamic range with powerful bass and 
unsurpassed transparency, said MF. “The darTZeel NHB-
458 is easily the finest power amplifier I have ever heard 
in my listening room,” he concluded. At a price! (Vol.35 
No.8 WWW) 
KRELL SOLO 575 MONOBLOCK: $22,500/PAIR

With their top-of-the-line Solo 575 and its similarly new 
stablemates, Krell has made a conspicuous return to 
class-A amplification, but with a twist: Krell’s iBias signal-
tracking technology is claimed to make possible an amp 
that runs in class-A yet takes up less space, runs cooler, 
and delivers significantly more power than class-A amps 
of yore. In MF’s system, the 575W Solo 575—which offers 
balanced (XLR) and unbalanced (RCA) inputs as well as 
Krell’s proprietary CAST input socket—produced not the 
richness, suppleness, and maxed-out sustain he associ-
ates with traditional class-A amplification, but rather a 
speedier attack and a “taut bottom end [that] produced 
always-entertaining rhythmic drive and pleasing musical 
flow.” As Mikey says, especially if you listen mostly to rock, 
“you need to hear the Solo 575s.” JA noted that the Krell 
inverted the polarity of signals appearing on both its XLR 
and RCA inputs—and observed power output that com-
fortably exceeded the manufacturer’s specifications. His 
conclusion: “Amplifiers don’t get much better.” (Vol.38 
No.10 WWW) 
LAMM INDUSTRIES M1.2 REFERENCE  

MONOBLOCK: $27,390/PAIR ★

The 110W M1.2 with tube front end and MOSFET output 
stage, comprehensive short-circuit protection, and high/
low impedance settings, offered “unflinching honesty 
in conveying the true nature of the music that passed 
through it,” said PB. “Utterly continuous and coherent 
from top to bottom,” the M1.2 combined resolution and 
transparency with harmonic completeness, timbral rich-
ness, and glow. JA concurs. Compared to the Classé CT-
M600 and MBL 9007, the Lamm had a more robust, less 
delicate sound, but nevertheless impressed JA with its 
three-dimensional soundstaging and midrange richness. 
“This is a great amplifier,” JA decided. “Highly recom-
mended.” (Vol.28 No.2, Vol.35 No.4, Vol.37 No.6 WWW) 
LUXMAN M-700U: $9990

Unlike the discontinued Luxman M-600A, a 30Wpc 
class-A amplifier whose sound JM described as “sweet,” 
Luxman’s recent M-700u is a 120Wpc class-A/B design. 
The M-700u employs Luxman’s Only Distortion Negative 
Feedback (ODNF) circuit, whereby negative feedback is 
applied only in the presence of, you guessed it, distortion. 
For JM, the M-700u proved to be “an amp for all seasons,” 
and while it wasn’t, in his words, “out-and-out euphonic,” it 
did allow pianos to sound “more rounded and continuous” 
than the Channel Islands Audio E•200S, itself another JM 
favorite. (Vol.38 No.6 WWW) 
MBL 9007 NOBLE LINE MONOBLOCK:

$42,800/PAIR ★

The 440W Reference 9007 can be used as either a bal-

anced monoblock or a single-ended stereo amplifier and 
has provisions for biwiring and biamping. It uses mbl’s 
Direct Push/Pull circuitry design and Isolated Gain Cell 
technology, and its gleaming black exterior is decorated 
by a large, gold mbl logo. Sacrificing bloom and supple-
ness for crystalline transparency and offering tightly 
focused imaging, shimmering highs, and well-damped 
bass, the 9007 was one of the most exciting and engaging 
amplifiers in MF’s experience. His recommendation only 
concerns the 9007 used as monoblock pairs, however. JA 
was thrilled by the mbl’s superb measured performance. 
Compared to the humongous Musical Fidelity AMS100, 
the mbl monoblocks were a little more forward in the low 
treble and offered more ultimate slam, but lacked the 
AMS100’s sweet, forgiving treble, said JA. (Vol.29 No.9; 
Vol.34 No.9, Vol.37 No.6 WWW) 
MBL CORONA C15: $25,000/PAIR

Although it employs a custom-specified version of the 
popular Hypex class-D amplifier module, the Corona C15 
monoblock, which offers 280W into 8 ohms, 520W into 
4 ohms, is, according to its designer, a “Linear Analog 
Switching Amplifier,” the overall design concept of which 
entails the use of a linear rather than switch-mode power 
supply—itself built around a toroidal transformer with 
generous mu-metal shielding. (The latter is presumed 
to contribute to the amp’s 48.5-lb weight.) Indeed, in his 
measurements, JA confirmed that “the C15’s transfer 
function appears to remain relatively consistent with both 
frequency and output current”; also unusual for a class-D 
amp was the C15’s admirable output-impedance behav-
ior: JA discovered that its low-pass function into loads of 4 
and 2 ohms was “very similar to its 8 ohm behavior.” In his 
listening tests, JA found that the C15’s “intrinsic character 
was all about control, especially the tight control of low 
frequencies”—a quality that served well the amp’s pairing 
with the somewhat rich-sounding woofer alignment of the 
Vivid Giya G3 speaker, but less so the Joseph Audio Per-
spective, with which the MBL sounded clean but lean. Es-
pecially when combined with the classic Rogers LS3/5a, 
JA observed “superb imaging definition and stability” with 
the good-looking MBL amps. (Vol.37 No.6 WWW) 
PARASOUND HALO JC 1 MONOBLOCK:

$9000/PAIR $$$ ★

MF heard exactly what this high-power—400Wpc speci-
fied, 586W at clipping!—John Curl-designed amp’s specs 
showed: “ultra-wide bandwidth, high-current capabil-
ity, low, low noise, a high S/N ratio, and a fast slew rate, 
among many other indicators of outstanding amplifier 
performance . . . . There was an honesty to the overall 
tonal and harmonic presentation that transcended tech-
nological stereotypes.” MF found the overall sound to be 
powerful, refined, smooth, organized, dynamic, transpar-
ent, and rhythmically supple, if a little on the subtly warm 
and rich side of the sonic spectrum, but decided that this 
not at the expense of transient speed and resolution of 
detail. “Perhaps some listeners will find the JC 1 too re-
fined and perhaps a tad polite, but I didn’t.” “Rocks for 
sure,” says ST, adding that with the amp driving the Tri-
angle Magellans, he found the “bass firmed up, the sound 
wasn’t strained in any way, and there was an overall sense 
of ease. Dynamic ease. Listening ease. Just ease. Com-
pared to the Halcros, the Parasound JC 1s brought the 
soundstage forward. Tonally, the Parasounds were mag-
nificent . . . with no trace of solid-state hardness. And the 
amps weren’t even broken in.” “The Parasound JC 1 is one 
of the finest high-powered solid-state amps I’ve heard,” 
said ST. “Think of it as a 25W class-A amp that does 
400W class-A/B when pushed.” Matched with the JC 2 
preamp, the JC 1s presented even greater holographic 
detail and transparency. The Parasound Halo JC 1 traded 
the Moscode 402Au’s snappy, vivid tonality and larger 
soundstage for “quiet precision,” clarity, and focus, said 
WP. The Halo JC 1 traded the Aesthetix Atlas’s creamy 
midrange for greater bottom-end heft and top-end ex-
tension, said WP. Compared to the Bryston 7B SST2, the 
Parasound had deeper bass, tighter images, faster tran-
sients, and greater low-level resolution and microdynam-
ic delicacy, said MF. A favorite of JA’s, who was equally 
impressed by how the JC 1 performed on the test bench: 
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Rated to deliver 800W (1050W at actual clipping), the 

flagship of Simaudio’s Evolution line is a DC-coupled, fully 

balanced differential design. Its massive power supply is 

built on two 1.3kVA toroidal transformers and two banks 

of large capacitors. With a chassis of black-anodized 

aluminum and a front panel comprising elegantly curved 

extrusions of brushed aluminum, the 880M measures 

18.75" W by 7.5" H by 16.5" D and weighs 92 lbs. Though it 

wasn’t as tonally rich as the VTL S-400 Reference, the Si-

maudio was extremely well balanced, exhibiting an effort-

less precision and iron-fisted control that extended from 

top to bottom, said BD. “The 880M is an excellent design 

superbly executed, with a professionalism and attention 

to detail that promise consistently outstanding perfor-

mance and long, trouble-free life,” he concluded. Must be 

auditioned fully warmed-up, notes JA. (Vol.36 No.6 WWW)

SIMAUDIO MOON EVOLUTION 860A: $15,000

The solid-state, balanced Moon Evolution 860A, capable 

of delivering 200Wpc into 8 ohms, is biased to operate in 

pure class-A up to 5W, beyond which the dual-mono 860A 

slides into class-A/B. Its DC-coupled output circuits em-

ploy 12 bipolar transistors per channel. Among the 860A’s 

many performance characteristics that caught FK’s at-

tention, “most noticeable was the bass: subterranean, 

articulate, complex—and musical, not just a mush of 

bass notes.” But FK hastened to add that neither that nor 

other individual sonic traits were the deal-sealers: “What 

most impressed me . . . was my sheer pleasure of listen-

ing to music.” In his measurements, JA discovered that 

the 860A’s power output was closer to 180Wpc than the 

specified 200Wpc; otherwise, he wrote, the amp “lives up 

to Simaudio’s reputation for excellent audio engineering.” 

(Vol.38 No.8 WWW) 

THETA DIGITAL PROMETHEUS MONOBLOCK:

$12,000/PAIR

Joining the growing ranks of class-D amplifiers with per-

fectionist aspirations, the Theta Prometheus combines 

the Hypex Ncore NC1200 module developed by noted 

class-D specialist Bruno Putzeys with a linear power sup-

ply designed by Theta’s own David Reich. (The latter—or 

at least its enormous toroidal transformer—accounts for 

the amps’ 54.5-lb weight.) Specs include 500Wpc, less 

than 0.001% THD+N at 1W, and an output impedance 

said to be extremely low. According to LG, “The most 

striking things about the Prometheus’s sound were its 

huge dynamic range and bass impact.” He also noted that 

“The Prometheuses projected a broad, detailed, involv-

ing, three-dimensional soundstage,” and “the midrange 

response blossomed when my [Quad ESL-989] speakers 

were driven by the Thetas.” LG’s conclusion: “My last im-

pression of the Prometheus was the same as my first: It’s 

one of the best-sounding amplifiers I’ve heard in my lis-

tening room.” Following the Theta’s time on his test bench, 

JA wrote, “The measured performance of Theta Digital’s 

Prometheus is superb, even for an amplifier with a class-D 

output stage.” (Vol.38 No.3 WWW) 

YPSILON AELIUS MONOBLOCK: $36,000/PAIR

Made in Athens, Greece, the 200W Aelius monoblock 

power amp measures 16.6" W by 9" H by 16.6" D and 

weighs 99 lbs. Its audio circuit has only two gain stages 

and almost no passive components in the signal path. Its 

single-ended class-A input stage uses either a Siemens 

C3g or an Electro-Harmonix 6C45PiEH tube. With the C3g 

tubes in place, the Aeliuses produced a punchy, direct, 

and insistent sound with “hair-raising” transparency and 

three-dimensional imaging; with the 6C45PiEH tubes, the 

Aeliuses had a much warmer, darker, softer overall sound, 

said MF. On the test bench, the Aelius exhibited measured 

performance that was in many ways typical of a classic 

tube design, but with the ability to drive low impedances 

usually associated with solid-state designs. “Its sound 

quality will very much depend on the input tube fitted,” 

said JA. (Vol.36 No.4 WWW)

A (TUBE)

AIR TIGHT ATM-1S: $9500

Among the audio world’s artisanal power amplifiers, only 

a few have more impressed AD than the Air Tight ATM-1S, 

the earliest version of which was made by Japan’s A&M 

Limited way back in 1987. Today’s ATM-1S uses two EL34 

pentode tubes (configured as triodes) per side, for 36Wpc 

into 8 ohms. It also features solid-state rectification, dual-

channel input-level controls, Hashimoto output trans-

formers, a distinctly easy-to-use tube-biasing system, 

and a high level of build quality (including point-to-point 

wiring). AD found the ATM-1S to sound enjoyably warm 

and lush in his low-powered-amp–friendly system, yet 

with “an appropriate sense of [musical] momentum and 

drive.” He praised the Air Tight for sounding “forceful and 

present when listened to at lower volumes,” while noting 

that it remained “poised and free from gross colorations” 

when pushed. In his measurements, JA noted excellent 

squarewave response with short risetimes—but, on the 

downside, “drastically higher levels of second and higher 

harmonics in the left channel,” a problem that may have 

been caused by a bad tube or damage in shipping. AD 

summed up: “The Air Tight ATM-1S is among the few pow-

er amps I’d care to live with.” (Vol.37 No.11 WWW) 

FI 421A: $4575 ★

Designed and built by Don Garber in Brooklyn, New 

York, the Fi 421A is a single-ended, capacitor-coupled, 

4Wpc stereo amplifier with a single 421A power tube. It 

measures just 10" W by 8" H by 10.5" D, weighs 20 lbs, 

and uses high-quality parts throughout. The Fi sounded 

“open, clear, compelling, and lovely,” and had a knack for 

reproducing the human voice with outstanding presence 

and texture, said AD. Class A in special systems only, he 

cautions. Price increase since review due to new output 

transformers. One of AD’s long-term references. (Vol.35 

No.1 WWW) 

LAMM ML-3 MONOBLOCK: $139,490/PAIR

Rated to deliver 32W, Lamm’s flagship design is a zero-

global-feedback, class-A monoblock with a single-ended-

triode output stage and an outboard power supply. It uses 

one 12AX7, four 6N30P-DRs, and one direct-heated GM70 

triode transmitter tube, and its assortment of premium 

internal components include: military-grade Dale metal-

film resistors, Caddock power-film resistors, Cornell-Du-

bilier and United Chemi-Con electrolytic capacitors, and 

Electrotube, Elcon, and Roederstein film caps. While the 

ML3 sounded “lusher and bloomier than life,” it produced 

natural attacks and generous sustain, and had an airy, ex-

tended top end, said MF. “Cost and value for money aside, 

the Lamm Industries ML3 Signature is among a handful 

of the most pleasurable-sounding amplifiers I’ve ever 

heard,” he concluded. JA noted good measured perfor-

mance for an amplifier with a single-ended output stage. 

(Vol.36 No.9 WWW) 

LAMM ML2.2 MONOBLOCK: $37,290/PAIR

Like its predecessor, the ML2.1, the 18W ML2.2 is a single-

ended-triode monoblock power amplifier with a 6C33C 

indirectly heated power tube. Other tubes include two 

6N6P, one 6AK5, one 5651, and one 12AX7. Refinements 

over the ML2.1 include a new input circuit, new power 

transformer, five power-supply filter chokes instead of 

two, revised printed-circuit boards, and upgrades of 

various parts. Measuring 16" W by 8.25" H by 20.375" D, 

weighing 81 lbs, and with 14 tubes total (all of which must 

be installed and adjusted by the user), the ML2.2s require 

careful setup. Though it lacked the Shindo Haut-Brion’s 

knack for expressing musical force, the Lamm combined 

superb spatial and temporal performance with rich tex-

ture and tone color, said AD. “An extraordinary product,” 

he concluded. (Vol.36 No.4 WWW) 

MCINTOSH MC275: $5500 $$$ ★

The revived 75Wpc MC275, preserves the look of the 

original while adding modern innovations. Chimneys are 

used to cool the tubes by convection, and three circuit 

boards have been replaced by a single board on which are 

mounted all components, tube sockets, and power-supply 

parts. ST: “I heard all the dynamic quality, all that aliveness 

of the original, plus a level of transparency that brings the 

MC275 definitely into the 21st century.” Sam bought the 

review sample. The fifth incarnation of the 75Wpc MC275, 

originally introduced in 1961, retains the first incarna-

tion’s classic appearance and its use of four KT88 power-

output tubes, three 12AX7 input tubes, and four 12AT7 

driver tubes. New are a stainless-steel chassis, balanced 
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Toslink
Gets Respect

For over 30 years, since the introduction 
of CD, the Toslink Optical system couldn’t 
get any audiophile respect. 

The reason was two-fold: the system’s 
bandwidth limitations got more theo-
retical attention than the system’s 
inherent noise isolation advantage, 
and, the supplied-for-free Toslink cables 
that were most everyone’s introduction to 
Toslink, were and are very poor cables.

30+ years later, Toslink Optical is very much 
alive and well. It is often the highest 
performance means for connecting much 
of our electronic world—televisions, 
set-top boxes, media streamers, sound-
bars, disc players, gaming consoles, 
computers, and more.

All Toslink cables provide perfect galvanic
isolation, reducing the irritation and 
confusion caused by noise in the 
system—but most Toslink cables do 
a poor job of passing light without 
damaging the signal.

Imperfections in an optical fi ber cause 
light to scatter. If this light was lost, all 
would be well. Unfortunately, as with the 
energy storage that AQ’s DBS addresses 
in our analog cables, the scattered light 
does reach the next unit’s input—but 
it arrives late, compromising and band-
width-limiting the recoverability of the 
digital signal.

A source’s LED sends light into a Toslink 
cable at multiple angles—the less 
straight-in light takes longer to reach the 
far end of the cable as it bounces off  the 
walls of the fi ber. AQ’s higher-performance 
multi-fi ber models signifi cantly reduce 
this problem. The tiny aperture of each 
fi ber acts like a pin-hole camera, which 
can take an in-focus photo even without 
a lens because there is signifi cantly less 
angle or time variation.

As always, the proof is in the listening!
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Thöress 300B monoblock measures well for a SET amp.” 
Mr. D concluded: “Highly recommended for anyone who 
has both the means and a sympathetic playback system.” 
(Vol.38 No.4 WWW) 
VTL SIEGFRIED SERIES II REFERENCE  
MONOBLOCK: $65,000/PAIR
VTL’s Siegfried Series II Reference weighs an abdominal-
wall-challenging 200 lbs and uses a dozen 6550 beam 
tetrode tubes to produce 330W in triode mode or 650W 
in tetrode mode. High-tech touches abound: A micro-
processor delays and ramps up the output section’s B+ 
rail on power-up and enables (reasonably) fast switching 
between triode and tetrode modes. And rather than use 
an output transformer with multiple secondaries—an ap-
proach that designer Luke Manley considers a sound-sap-
ping compromise—the Siegfried Series II Reference has 
a trannie optimized for a 5-ohm load, plus a four-setting 
feedback control to adjust the damping factor as needed. 
In MF’s system, where tetrode was the preferred mode 
(with damping factor set to Medium, and with occasional 
forays into triode), the VTL sounded three-dimensional, 
with “slam not in spades, but in dump trucks full!” MF 
reveled in the VTLs’ midrange creaminess, while acknowl-
edging the slightly greater transparency of the darTZeel 
NHB-458 monoblocks—and noted that the Siegfried II 
Reference was “as neutral and uncolored as any tube amp 
I’ve listened to.” (Vol.37 No.5 WWW) 
VTL MB-450 SERIES III SIGNATURE  
MONOBLOCK: $20,000/PAIR ★
Rated to deliver 425W (tetrode) or 225W (triode) into a 5 
ohm load, the MB-450 III uses eight 6550 output tubes, 
a 12AT7 input tube, and a 12BH7 driver. Revisions to the 
Series II include a redesigned, fully balanced differential 
input stage, a lower-impedance output stage, premium 
Mundorf capacitors, and a shorter, faster, fully balanced 
negative-feedback loop. While the VTL sounded soft and 
“tubey” in triode mode, its tetrode performance was 
marked by an expansive top end, unusually fast attacks, 
clean decays, and well-controlled bass. “A significant evo-
lutionary advance” over its predecessor, said MF. Because 
it provides lower distortion into higher impedances, the 
MB-450 III will sound best with higher-impedance speak-
ers, JA advised. (Vol.34 No.4 WWW) 

B

ANTHEM STATEMENT M1 MONOBLOCK:
$6998/PAIR ★
Despite its relatively slim proportions (19.25" W by 2.25" H 
by 18.75" D; 20 lbs), the class-D Statement M1 is rated to 
deliver a whopping 1000W into 8 ohms. An internal heat-
pipe cooling system allows multiple M1s to be stacked 
without the need for cooling fans or heatsink fins. The tidy 
rear panel holds balanced and single-ended inputs, a bal-
anced-output gain switch, various trigger options, and a 
single pair of output terminals. The M1’s detailed, extend-
ed highs were offset by its gritty, congested bass, which 
unnaturally colored almost every recording KR played. 
While the Anthem is extraordinarily powerful for its size, 
JA was very suspicious of the high level of ultrasonic noise 
in its output. “This will make the Anthem Statement M1’s 
sound quality very system dependent,” he cautioned. Be 
sure to audition with your own components and cables. 
(Vol.35 No.12 WWW) 
CHANNEL ISLANDS AUDIO E•200S: $2500 $$$
California-based Channel Islands Audio, aka CIAudio, 
manufactures a variety of solid-state electronics, the 
E•200S being at the top of their line of stereo power am-
plifiers. This class-D amp offers single-ended (RCA) and 
balanced (XLR) inputs, its differential input stage driving a 
set of Bruno Putzeys’s well-regarded Hypex modules that 
produce 200Wpc into 8 ohms. JM described the sound 
of the E•200S as “coherent from bottom to top,” adding 
that the CIAudio amp had “high resolution, authoritative 
bass control, and, yes, tonal neutrality in spades. It also 
projected a very large soundstage with a very quiet back-
ground.” JM suggests that the E•200S deserves our $$$ 
rating for very high value. (Vol.38 No.6 WWW) 
LINDELL AMPX: $1595 $$$
Made in Sweden, the 20Wpc AMPX is a single-ended, dual-

inputs, and gold-plated, five-way binding posts. While the 
MC275’s two hefty transformers utilize the same “unity-
coupled circuit” invented by McIntosh in 1947, the cop-
per wiring is now insulated in a more durable synthetic 
material. Though dynamic expression was restricted and 
bass notes were “a bit muddy” in dense musical passages, 
the MC275 produced “stunning” soundstage depth and 
“spooky” intertransient silences, said FK. Meanwhile, the 
MC275’s superb signal/noise ratios led JA to conclude 
that “Good audio engineering is timeless.” Compared 
to its predecessor, the Limited Edition version of McIn-
tosh’s MC275 ($6500) has beefier binding posts, a more 
conveniently positioned power switch, and a gold-plated 
rather than stainless-steel chassis. In addition, a new 
output-transformer winding process has resulted in wider 
bandwidth, increased damping factor, and improved lin-
earity. RD noted an ideal top-to-bottom tonal balance and 
an impressive sense of rhythmic drive, concluding, “The 
MC275LE is simply a wonderful-sounding amplifier, able 
to bring out the best from a wide range of loudspeakers.” 
He bought the review sample. (Vol.27 No.7, Vol.33 No.10, 
Vol.35 No.10 WWW) 
MIYAJIMA LABS MODEL 2010 OTL: $9950
Built into “some of the loveliest steel casework” AD has 
ever seen, the Model 2010 from Miyajima Laboratory is 
a stereo OTL amplifier that uses a total of eight 6080WC 
dual-triode tubes to produce 7Wpc. The fixed-bias 2010 
also uses two 12AX7 dual-triodes, two 12AU7 dual-triodes, 
solid-state rectifiers, and a host of vintage and vintage-
style parts, including 18 NOS Black Cat capacitors. Used 
as a stereo amp, the 2010 impressed AD by sounding 
“distinctly open and transparent” while lacking “nothing 
in the way of color or texture.” Driving AD’s DeVore Orang-
utan O/96 speakers, the 2010 surpassed the similarly 
priced and powered Shindo Cortese in top-end sparkle 
while giving up nothing in terms of “superb touch and 
force.” Adding a second 2010 and strapping the amps for 
mono—resulting in 16Wpc—delivered what AD described 
as some of the best sound he has had in his home: “The 
monoblock experience seems to be the way the Miyajima 
2010 was meant to be heard—and I loved it.” Full Class A 
status refers to the use of two 2010s. AD suggests that, 
even at nearly $20,000 for a stereo pair, the Miyajima rep-
resents very good value. (Vol.37 No.7 WWW) 
MUSIC REFERENCE RM-200 MK.II: $5500 ★
Made in the US, the 100Wpc RM-200 Mk.II has the same 
basic physical and electrical architecture as the original, 
but uses better output transformers, adds a capacitor-
forming function to extend tube life, and has a revised 
power supply. The fully balanced design features a high-
power, bipolar, solid-state input stage and tubed driver 
and output stages. It uses two matched pairs of KT88 
(standard) or 6550 (optional) output tubes, and a pair 
of 6BQ7 drivers. Though it lacked the slam and bass au-
thority of more powerful solid-state amps, the RM-200 
Mk.II produced airy highs, well-defined bass, and a lush 
midrange. “When the RM-200 Mk.II was in my system, I 
wanted for nothing,” said MF. JA noted “superb measured 
performance for a tubed design.” Hand-wound output 
transformers, add $1000; tube bias balance control, add 
$800. (Vol.34 No.12 WWW) 
OCTAVE AUDIO RE 290: $8500 ★
Made in Germany, the beautifully built, 75Wpc RE 290 is 
a push-pull design with class-A/B output stage and ad-
justable bias for each tube. It uses KT88 or KT120 power 
tubes, provides a single set of binding posts optimized for 
a 4 ohm load, and has a switch-activated power-saving 
mode. The RE 290’s well-balanced sound was marked by 
tight bass, clean mids and highs, and excellent dynamic 
range, said EL. JA noted impressive measured perfor-
mance. Compared to the Audio Research Ref 150, the 
Octave had better-controlled bass but lacked soundstage 
size, transparency, and tonal color, said EL. The optional 
Black Box ($1200) and Super Black Box ($3500) hook 
up to the RE 290 via an umbilical cord and respectively 
increase the capacitance four- or tenfold. (Vol.36 No.1 
WWW) 
PRIMALUNA DIALOGUE PREMIUM: $3199
Rated to deliver 25Wpc in Triode mode or 42Wpc in Ul-

tralinear, the extremely versatile DiaLogue Premium is a 
push-pull design that uses six 12AU7 and four EL34, KT88, 
or KT120 power tubes. Like other PrimaLuna models, it 
offers: an LED-based Bad Tube Indicator system for the 
output tubes; a Power Transformer Protection circuit; an 
Output Transformer Protection circuit; an AC Offset Killer 
circuit intended to eliminate hum; and an Adaptive Auto-
bias circuit. With every recording AD played, the DiaLogue 
Premium exhibited an open, clear, and dramatic overall 
sound, with good tonal balance, realistically weighty bass, 
and remarkable spatial depth. “A very strongly recom-
mended amplifier and a hell of a good value,” AD con-
cluded. Due to the amp’s high output impedance and its 
rising distortion when the load impedance drops below 
the nominal value of the output-transformer tap, careful 
matching with the user’s loudspeakers is mandatory, cau-
tioned JA. (Vol.37 No.2 WWW) 
SHINDO D’YQUEM MONOBLOCK: $24,995/PAIR
Shindo’s newest mono amp produces up to 18W from a 
parallel pair of Russian-made Genelex 300B directly heat-
ed triode tubes, operated in single-ended, pure class-A 
mode. Like all Shindo designs, the D’Yquem is made from 
a careful mix of modern and vintage parts and has beauti-
ful steel casework finished on all surfaces in the compa-
ny’s trademark shade of green. While the D’Yquem shared 
with other Shindo models an excellent ability to portray 
music’s natural color, texture, impact, and momentum, it 
added an especially clean and colorful low end, said Art. 
(Vol.37 No.2 WWW) 
SHINDO CORTESE: $10,995 ★
Like a sax player who can’t make himself perform the 
same solo twice, the late Ken Shindo brought a certain 
artistic restlessness to the design of his hand-made tube 
amplifiers; the 10Wpc Shindo Cortese—the least expen-
sive of his single-ended amplifiers and the only one built 
on a stereo chassis—has now been recast, offering the 
same essence but with slightly different phrasing. The 
Cortese’s input circuit now uses two 6AW8A pentode/
triode tubes per channel instead of one, its bias-supply 
circuit is laid-out somewhat differently, and the Sprague 
Black Beauty coupling caps have given way to Orange 
Drops; Allen-Bradley carbon-comp resistors, Siemens 
F2a indirectly heated output tetrodes, a ginormous Denki 
power transformer, and Shindo-designed Lundahl output 
transformers, the single secondaries of which are tailored 
to high-impedance loads, remain. The sound is punchy 
and very vivid, with exceptional drive and a bit less gooshi-
ness than its immediate predecessor, says AD, who found 
it a particularly good match with the DeVore O/96 loud-
speaker. (Vol.30 No.7 WWW)
SHINDO HAUT-BRION: $10,995 ★
Like earlier models, the latest Haut-Brion uses two 
matched pairs of the rare 6L6GAY pentode tube to deliver 
20Wpc. The output section is a fixed-bias design, with a 
regulated bias supply and individual adjustment pots for 
each of the four output tubes, while the output transform-
er is a C-core Lundahl model made exclusively for Shindo. 
Unlike earlier models, the new Haut-Brion has three 
6AW8A triode/pentode tubes per channel, uses a pair of 
Alps 250k ohm potentiometers, and forgoes global feed-
back. Though it lacked some low-frequency tightness, the 
new Haut-Brion created an enormous soundstage and 
showed impressive force. “The amp was the pizzicato 
king,” said AD. (Vol.35 No.2 WWW) 
THÖRESS 300B MONOBLOCK: $12,995/PAIR
The single-ended, feedback-free, hand-wired Thöress 
300B mono power amplifier, made in Aachen, Germany, 
delivers 8W into 16 ohms. Its unique input section is de-
signed around a pair of new-old stock Telefunken EL803S 
pentode tubes used as triodes, and its fixed-bias output 
stage is set at the factory: Apart from its power switch, 
the 300B’s only user control is an anti-hum pot for its 
DC-heated output tube. The Thöress 300B, whose build 
quality impressed AD as “masterful,” delivered “an excep-
tionally good sense of touch” in his SET-friendly system. 
It also “distinguished itself as a 300B-tubed amplifier 
with a little more treble extension than usual,” and earned 
praise as “a lively, colorful, tactile, well-textured, unam-
biguously musical amp.” JA declared that, “Overall, the 
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its overall sound was slightly dark and lacked some top-
end sparkle and mid-treble openness, the Sophia provid-
ed decent color, very good texture, and acceptable senses 
of touch and force, said AD. JA was concerned about some 
idiosyncratic aspects of the design. (Vol.36 No.12, Vol.37 
No.1 WWW) 
SPEC RPA-W7EX REAL SOUND: $5995

Created by two Japanese audio designers with experience 
in both small-scale DIY tube-amp projects and large-
scale consumer-audio manufacturing, the RPA-W7EX 
Real Sound is a class-D amplifier that swims against the 
class-D tide. Rather than relying on ICEpower or NCore 
modules, the Spec amp uses a hybrid approach, integrat-
ing the driver and DirectFET MOSFET of International 
Rectifier’s AUDAMP4 with a PowIRaudio module. From 
there, attention is focused on tuning the amp with select 
paper-in-oil capacitors, and hardwood slabs strategically 
placed on its steel case. (The wooden parts also form the 
amp’s three support feet.) In KM’s system, the RPA-W7EX 
provided so much gain that he couldn’t turn up the vol-
ume knob of his Shindo preamp more than a scant few 
degrees; the remedy—its need evidently foreseen by 
Spec—was the use of the company’s H-VC1 hardwired 
external volume control ($400), a special jack for which 
is found on the amp’s rear panel. Once the RPA-W7EX was 
up and running, KM reported that it “had qualities I usu-
ally associate with tube amplification: sweet ‘n’ saturated 
tonal colors and palpable instrumental textures, coupled 
to startling microdynamics that left me slack-jawed in 
wonder.” The RPA-W7EX did not, however, impress on the 
test bench: JA reported that “the Spec RPA-W7EX emitted 
more RF interference than I have encountered with other 
class-D amplifiers.” He concluded by describing the Spec 
as “not an amplifier that can be universally recommend-
ed,” hence the Class B rating. (Vol.39 Nos. 3 & 4 WWW)

Editor’s Note: There are no amplifiers listed in Class C 
and D.

K

PASS LABS XA60.8, SHINDO CORTON- 

CHARLEMAGNE, VANDERSTEEN M7-HPA.

DELETIONS

Audio Research Reference 75SE and Reference 150 
replaced by new models; Allnic A-5000 DHT, Conrad-
Johnson Classic 60 SE, Luxman MQ-88, mbl 9011 Refer-
ence monoblock, Pass Labs XA30.5, Rogue Audio M-180 
monoblock, all not auditioned in a long time.

INTEGRATED AMPLIFIERS  

& RECEIVERS

A

APRIL MUSIC AURA NOTE V.2: $2500

See AD’s review in this issue. 
AYRE ACOUSTICS AX-5 TWENTY: $12,950

In 2013, AD described the original Ayre AX-5—a $9950 
integrated amplifier built around a recently rediscovered 
configuration of bipolar transistors known as the “dia-
mond” circuit—as “one of the three best, most musical, 
most human-sounding solid-state amps I’ve ever heard.” 
Then, in 2015, Ayre debuted a new version, the AX-5 Twen-
ty—a nod to the company’s 20th anniversary—promising 
even better sound. The AX-5 Twenty is built into the same 
foursquare aluminum case as the AX-5, and is controlled 
by the same performance-optimizing Variable Gain Trans-
conductance (VGT) volume-control system—but the 
Twenty incorporates Ayre’s new Double Diamond output, 
claimed to run cooler (which AD verified) and to offer 
slightly more power (though the 125Wpc rating remains). 
This time out, AD got a little pissy about Ayre’s user man-
ual and the amp’s “pointlessly complex” setup procedure, 
but was otherwise smitten: He delighted in a sound that 
was “slightly sweeter” than the original AX-5’s. Stringed 
instruments, he said, were “reproduced with color, body, 
scale, melodic and rhythmic drive, and believable spatial 

presence.” AD concluded that “the AX-5 Twenty is inargu-
ably . . . more compelling than its predecessor.” Although 
he raised an eyebrow at the 30% ($3000) price increase 
over the original, AD commended Ayre for allowing AX-5 
owners to have their amps upgraded to Twenty status for 
the same price. (Vol.38 No.8 WWW) 
AYRE ACOUSTICS AX-7E: $3950 ★

The success of this 60Wpc, solid-state, two-channel, fully 
balanced, integrated amplifier depended on the associat-
ed sources. Used from balanced output to balanced input, 
“It was brilliant. Amazing. Stirring, even,” said AD. How-
ever, used as an unbalanced amp, “The AX-7 still sounded 
good, but its musical performance lacked momentum 
and, ultimately, excitement.” Overall, the Ayre was “col-
orful, clear, well-textured, and spatially convincing.” It 
seemed sensitive to the type and length of speaker cable 
AD used, and seemed more sensitive to AC power quality 
than average. “I strongly recommend the Ayre AX-7 for use 
[only] in an all-balanced system.” The ’7e’s power supply 
now includes greater filtering of the AC mains, increased 
peak current delivery, and filtering of the rectifier switch-
ing noise. In addition, the AX-7e’s gain stages now use 
two-stage voltage regulators in place of the earlier ver-
sion’s single-stage regulators. The sound now combined 
classic Brit-style pacing and tunefulness with near-SET 
levels of presence and a fine sense of musical flow, a com-
bination that allowed AD to become emotionally involved 
in the music. “The AX-7e is the best integrated I’ve ever 
heard,” endorsed WP. “One heck of an involving amplifier,” 
he summed up. Compared to the Luxman MQ-88 power 
amplifier, the Ayre offered greater bass extension and 
soundstage control but lacked the Luxman’s beguiling 
midrange, said JM. Original AX-7s can be fully upgraded 
for $250–$350, depending on the age of the unit. (Vol.26 
No.10 AX-7; Vol.29 No.1, Vol.31 No.3, AX-7e WWW; see also 
“The Fifth Element” in Vol.34 No.2 and Vol.35 No.4 WWW) 
BEL CANTO DESIGN BLACK AMPLIFICATION 

SYSTEM: $50,000

Tempting though such a classification may be, the Bel 
Canto Black is more than just an integrated amplifier. 
This three-box system comprises a sort-of preamplifier 
(the ASC1) and a pair of sort-of monoblock amplifiers 
(the MPS1), the latter operating in class-D, for 300Wpc 
into 8 ohms or 1200Wpc into 2 ohms. The Ethernet-ready 
ASC1 can be controlled with an iPhone app; it provides 
a brace of digital inputs, and via ST-optical connections 
feeds the MPS1s digital signals at their native resolutions, 
up to 24-bit/192kHz and DSD64. The ASC1’s single pair 
of analog inputs (RCA) address an internal 24/192 DAC: 
Everything that goes through the ASC1 does so as a digital 
stream, eligible for tailoring by a variety of user-selectable 
digital filters. (The MPS1s also offer analog inputs.) In 
his listening tests, MF found the Bel Canto Black to offer 
“the most compelling digital sound yet,” and to embody 
the best-yet implementation of class-D technology: “[H]
ere, finally, is a class-D product that, though sounding 
definitely different from the older technologies, makes a 
strong case for equality.” JA declared that he was “very im-
pressed by the Bel Canto Black, especially with its behav-
ior as a D/A converter that is effectively capable of driving 
loudspeakers.” From his own listening tests, described in a 
Follow-Up, JA noted the Black’s ability to present spatial 
and sonic detail. Comparing the Bel Canto to the recently 
reviewed Ayre Acoustics KX-R Twenty preamp and MX-R 
Twenty mono amplifiers, JA wrote: “If the Ayre system 
was more simpatico with the heart, the Bel Canto Black 
appealed more to the head.” (Vol.38 Nos. 7 & 10 WWW) 
JADIS I-35: $7495

Made in France, the beautiful I-35 is a tubed, integrated 
amplifier with five line-level inputs. Though rated to deliv-
er 35Wpc into 1–16 ohms, the I-35 produced just 17W into 
8 ohms at 1% THD. It uses five small-signal tubes (three 
12AU7s and a pair of 12AX7s) and two pairs of KT120 out-
put tubes run in autobias mode in an Ultralinear circuit, 
with plates and screen grids for each channel tied to the 
split-coil primaries of transformers expertly designed and 
made in-house. Build quality and cosmetics were out-
standing, inside and out. Though it lacked the fullness and 
richness of Art’s Shindo separates, the Jadis produced 

mono, class-A power amplifier with balanced XLR inputs. 
Designed primarily for pro-audio applications, the AMPX 
measures 18.8" W by 3.5" H by 17.4" D, and its faceplate, 
machined for rack mounting, is dominated by two large, 
blue power meters, calibrated to show watts into 8 ohms. 
Driving Opera’s Callas loudspeakers, the AMPX was lively, 
detailed, and “unfailingly musical, sounding both power-
ful and revealing,” said JM. “A great amp and an amazing 
bargain,” he concluded. As long as it isn’t used to drive 
loudspeakers with impedances that drop significantly 
below 4 ohms, the Lindell should perform well, concluded 
JA. (Vol.36 No.12, Vol.37 No.1 WWW) 
NAD MASTERS SERIES M22: $2999

With an output stage based on the Hypex NC400 NCore 
module, the class-D M22 is rated at 300Wpc into 8 ohms, 
and is described by its manufacturer as being DC-coupled 
from end to end, without so much as an output-blocking 
relay. Our review sample’s packaging was of notably high 
quality, and the compact M22 impressed KR with its solid 
feel—but, as with NAD’s similar Masters Series M27 am-
plifier, he was frustrated by the lack of tactile feedback in 
the soft-touch standby switch recessed into the M22’s top 
front edge. That hurdle cleared, KR set about listening, 
and he praised the M22 for conjuring “a big, wide sound-
stage populated with colorful instruments and voices.” In 
KR’s words, the M22 “is more than fair value in view of its 
compact size, excellent build quality, the wallop necessary 
for staggering volume levels, a tolerance for driving diffi-
cult loads, and, most of all, its transparent sound.” From 
his test bench, JA reported that the M22 delivered more 
power than specified, and was so low in noise that he had 
to alter his test regimen to ensure that he was measuring 
actual distortion—which was itself very low. His conclu-
sion: “It is the very model of a modern class-D amplifier!” 
A “slight loss of delicacy” keeps the M22 from Class A, 
feels KR. (Vol.39 No.3 WWW) 
RAVEN AUDIO SPIRIT MK.2 MONOBLOCK:

$13,990/PAIR

Designed in Korea by S.E. Han and built in Texas by tube 
enthusiast Dave Thomson, the Spirit Mk.2 is a hand-wired 
mono amplifier that uses a push-pull pair of 300B direct-
heated triode tubes to produce 26Wpc. The Spirit Mk.2 is 
tube-rectified, thanks to a pair of 5AR4 diode tubes; they 
and all six of the amp’s small-signal tubes are new-old 
stock (NOS) items from Thomson’s collection. In his own 
flea-watt-friendly system, AD found the Ravens comfort-
able with high playback levels, at which they “maintained 
their poise and clarity,” and praised the amps’ “flow and 
general clarity of rhythmic purpose.” AD’s verdict: “I be-
lieve that this Raven deserves more than a second look 
and listen.” (Vol.38 No.5 WWW) 
ROGUE ATLAS MAGNUM: $1995 ★

Magnum upgrades over the basic Atlas (reviewed by Fred 
Kaplan in March 2007), include larger, quieter power sup-
plies; polypropylene bypass capacitors; Dale-Vishay re-
sistors in critical spots; sturdier binding posts; gold tube 
sockets; and the option of KT90 or KT120 output tubes, 
to increase the specified power rating to 90 or 120Wpc, 
respectively. EL preferred the fuller, more extended sound 
of the KT120 output tubes, and appreciated the Atlas 
Magnum’s well-balanced character: “This amplifier had 
enough dynamic power, enough timbral accuracy, enough 
soundstage illusion, enough resolution, and enough 
musicality to turn off the analytical part of my brain and 
let me simply listen to music.” JA was disappointed with 
the Rogue’s lack of high-frequency linearity. Stock Atlas 
models can be upgraded to Magnum status for $650. 
(Original, Vol.30 No.3 WWW; Magnum, Vol.35 No.4 WWW) 
SOPHIA ELECTRIC 91-01 300B MONOBLOCK:

$4999/PAIR

The 9W (3W at 1% THD) Sophia Electric 91-01 300B is a 
single-ended power amplifier designed around the 300B 
directly heated triode tube, operated without negative 
feedback. The input stage is capacitor-coupled to the sig-
nal grid of one of Sophia’s own Princess Mesh Plate 300B 
tubes, and both the mains and output transformers are 
designed and made in-house. Inside, the Sophia exhibited 
haphazardly routed point-to-point wiring, some sloppy 
solder joins, and under-insulated capacitor leads. Though 
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(Vol.37 No.12 WWW) 
PRIMALUNA DIALOGUE PREMIUM: $3399

PrimaLuna’s top-of-the-line integrated amplifier is rated 
to deliver 36Wpc with its stock EL34 output tubes or 
43Wpc with optional KT120s. It uses PrimaLuna’s Adap-
tive AutoBias feature for easy swapping of output tubes, 
and has a bad-tube indicator, power-transformer protec-
tion, and output-transformer protection circuitry. The 
DiaLogue Premium was extremely quiet and sounded big-
ger than its power rating suggested, with a rich midrange 
and an excellent sense of timing, said ST. “The DiaLogue 
Premium will be a dream come true for anyone who has 
a closetful of output tubes,” he concluded. (Vol.36 No.6) 
PRIMALUNA PROLOGUE PREMIUM:

$2399 $$$ ★

Designed in Holland and made in China, the solidly built 
ProLogue Premium is rated to deliver 35Wpc with EL34 
tubes or 40Wpc with KT88s. It has a heavy-gauge, venti-
lated case with a lustrous five-coat finish, features point-
to-point wiring, and offers five pairs of RCA input jacks, a 
Home Theater bypass, and connections for speaker loads 
of 4 and 8 ohms. Though it lacked the three-dimensional 
imaging, detailed highs, and extended bass of more ex-
pensive amplifiers, the ProLogue Premium produced a 
natural, inviting midrange and performed well with a wide 
variety of speakers. “The PrimaLuna ProLogue Premium 
offers outstanding sound quality at a very reasonable 
price,” said RD. JA noted respectable measured perfor-
mance for a classic tube design. (Vol.35 No.6 WWW) 
SIMAUDIO MOON EVOLUTION 700I: $14,000 ★

Robustly built of thick, ultrarigid aluminum, the 700i 
is a fully differential dual-mono design rated to deliver 
175Wpc (190Wpc at actual clipping), running in class-A 
up to 5W and in class-A/B thereafter. Its output stages 
are powered by six bipolar transistors per channel for a 
wide bandwidth and low noise floor, while its “zero global 
feedback” design works to boost the speed of the sig-
nal response and eliminate intermodulation distortion. 
Though it couldn’t match the Krell FBI’s transient speed 
or deep-bass extension, the 700i had a full-blooded, 
dynamic, seamless sound marked by vivid tonal colors, 
harmonic integrity, and a strong sense of rhythm. With 
the 700i, “I found myself drawn deeper into the music,” 
said FK. (Vol.34 No.3 WWW; see also FK’s Moon Evolution 
860A review in Vol.38 No.8 WWW) 
SIMAUDIO MOON NEO 340I: $5800

The 100Wpc Moon Neo 340i is among the growing num-
ber of integrated amplifiers that can be upgraded with a 
plug-in DSD-ready DAC ($900), a plug-in phono stage 
with MM and MC inputs ($400), and true-balanced XLR 
inputs ($350). You can get all those options at the start 
by buying the version Simaudio calls the D3PX ($5800). 
HR reviewed the latter and especially enjoyed the amp’s 
performance with his Magnepan .7 speakers: “The Simau-
dio’s apparent speed and transparency tamed the Mag-
nepans’ inherent sweetness to the point where the .7s 
began to sound like the high-resolution transducers they 
are.” HR also singled-out for praise the “ridiculously good” 
performance of the Neo 340i’s MC phono inputs, loading 
characteristics of which are user-adjustable by means of 
internal jumper blocks, although he noted that his Zu De-
non DL-103 cartridge “plays more naturally and in a more 
relaxed manner into 470 or 1000 ohms than into either of 
the 340i’s choices of 100 ohms or 47k ohms.” Reporting 
from his test bench, JA discovered lowish unbalanced line-
level input impedance (7200 ohms at 20Hz and 1kHz), 
and heatsinking that “isn’t adequate for sustained use at 
high powers”—but otherwise gave this Moon a clean bill of 
health. (Vol.39 No.3 WWW) 
T+A POWER PLANT BALANCED: $3300 ★

The 140Wpc Power Plant looks almost identical to T+A’s 
Music Player, and the two comprise a fully functional au-
dio system in a single stack. Connection via a supplied RJ-
12 cable coordinates the functions of the MP and PP, and 
allows the pair to be operated by a single remote. The PP’s 
switch-mode output stages were developed in-house, and 
combine MOSFET transistors with high-energy driver 
modules. JI noted a “dynamic-sounding amplifier section 
that exhibited ample and well-controlled bass along with 

a natural and engaging overall sound, with an excellent 
sense of momentum and a very good sense of the spatial 
relationships between different sounds in a stereo record-
ing, said AD. “This is a damn good amp for getting to the 
essence of music,” he concluded. (Vol.37 No.1 WWW) 
KONDO OVERTURE: $26,900 ★

Made in Japan, the 32Wpc Overture uses a class-A, Ultra-
linear output circuit with minimal (3dB) global feedback, 
executed with split-primary output transformers custom-
wound by Tango. It uses two Electro-Harmonix EL34 
output pentodes, one 6072, and one 12BH7 per channel. 
Build quality was exceptional and marked by silver wiring, 
handmade capacitors, bespoke resistors, a solid-copper 
ground plane, and a tuned chassis made from a combina-
tion of steel, brass, and aluminum. The Overture has no 
balance control, remote control, mono switch, headphone 
amplifier, or phono stage, but does provide four pairs of 
line-level inputs and a choice of 4- or 8-ohm output sock-
ets. Though it was slightly lean and not quite as colorful 
as AD’s Shindo separates, the Overture produced a natu-
ral, compelling overall sound with a well-extended treble 
and exceptional senses of drive and scale. (Vol.36 No.11 
WWW) 
LFD NCSE: $6795

A bigger and more powerful version of LFD’s excellent 
Mk.IV LE, the NCSE Mk.II measures 17.2" W by 3.25" H by 
15.7" D, and is rated to deliver 70Wpc. The basic circuit re-
mains the same, with a pair of MOSFET output transform-
ers for each channel. The NCSE Mk.II retained the smaller 
model’s speed, transparency, harmonic accuracy, and 
illuminated-from-within quality, but added improved bass 
and dynamics, said ST. “If you like the Mk.IV LE but feel 
you’re running out of power, the NCSE Mk.II would be the 
better choice, particularly if you’re driving bigger speak-
ers in a bigger room,” he advised. (Vol.36 No.11)
LFD LE V: $4495

Dr. Richard Bews, proprietor of England’s LFD electronics, 
has once again upgraded his and Dr. Malcolm O. Hawks-
ford’s original integrated amplifier, the 65Wpc LE (née 
Mistral): a perennial ST favorite, owing to its complete lack 
of convenience or “luxury” features that degrade sound 
and add expense. To those ends, all iterations of LFD’s 
solid-state amp have lacked balance and tone controls, 
headphone jacks, extra sets of speaker outputs, digital 
displays, and, especially, remote controls. The LE, which 
Dr. Bews builds in small batches, provides five line-level 
inputs (but no phono section), and is made with only the 
highest-quality parts, some vintage (NOS), some custom-
made. According to ST, the new LE V—whose improve-
ments all seem to arise from a combination of sturdier 
casework and more refined parts—”is a showstopper. I 
mean that literally. I didn’t want to write; I wanted to lis-
ten.” Compared to the LE IV, which ST owns and loves, the 
LE V represents “a substantial improvement. Everything 
just fit into place: harmonics, timing, resolution.” Quoth 
he: “Buy your LFD LE V today.” (Vol.37 No.7) 
LINE MAGNETIC LM-518IA: $4450

An original design from a Chinese company that also re-
creates classic Western Electric audio gear, the all-tube 
Line Magnetic LM-518IA is the rare modern integrated 
amplifier that combines a single-ended output stage with 
thoriated-tungsten (ie, bright-emitter) output tubes and 
a tube-rectified voltage rail. The LM-518IA provides three 
line-level inputs (all RCA) and produces up to 22Wpc into 
8 ohms. Tube bias is user-adjustable—but, to HR’s disap-
pointment, there is no balance control or mono switch. 
That said, the amp’s “vital energy,” among other qualities, 
has earned it an especially hallowed place in his system: 
“It is musically alive and vigorous. It plays music with rare 
charm and sensitivity.” Even the SET-skeptical JA was 
charmed: “For such a design, it offers high power.” (Vol.38 
No.10 WWW) 
MARK LEVINSON NO.585: $12,000

With twice the output power, twice the number of digital 
inputs for its built-in DAC, and a price tag that’s twice 
as high, the Mark Levinson No.585 integrated amplifier 
handily exceeds its predecessor, the No.383. (Perhaps 
they should have called it the No.766?) The class-AB 
No.585 is advertised as delivering 200Wpc into 8 ohms, 

and its DAC, which offers resolution up to DSD256, in-
cludes an asynchronous USB input alongside two (S/
PDIF) RCA inputs, two TosLink inputs, and a balanced 
XLR jack for AES/EBU. Of its four line-level inputs, one is 
balanced (XLR). Driving LG’s Quad ESL-989 electrostatic 
loudspeakers—and, via its line-level output, a Tannoy 
TS2.12 subwoofer—the No.585 impressed him with its 
“sonic purity and ergonomics.” LG declared that, while 
listening to a recent recording of Beethoven’s Symphony 
7, “I was reminded of being surrounded by the music, the 
clearly defined sounds of the instruments, and the ambi-
ence of Avery Fisher Hall.” Noting, among other things, 
that the No.585 exceeded its manufacturer’s power 
specs, managing 250Wpc at 8 ohms and 390Wpc at 4 
ohms, JA stated that it “offers impressive measured per-
formance.” (Vol.38 No.12 WWW) 
MUSICAL FIDELITY NU-VISTA 800: $12,999

The latest in a line of Musical Fidelity products distin-
guished by their use of nuvistors—miniature small-signal 
vacuum tubes of such extreme durability that they’re 
often hardwired into circuits—the Nu-Vista 800 is a solid-
state integrated amp in which thermionic devices influ-
ence both sound and vibe. (The Nu-Vista 800’s four nuvis-
tors are illuminated from below and visible from above.) 
This 330Wpc powerhouse has five pairs of bipolar tran-
sistors per channel and provides five line-level inputs, one 
of them balanced. In addition to describing it as Musical 
Fidelity’s “best-looking product, ever,” MF praised the Nu-
Vista 800 for its “wholeness and consistency of sound” 
and for being “relaxed and suave, but not at all soggy or 
gauzy.” And while noting that the amp didn’t extract from 
his recordings the last drop of crispness or detail, MF 
praised its consistently beautiful sound: “The Nu-Vista 
800 drew me in.” In measuring the Nu-Vista 800, JA dis-
covered a signal/noise ratio that was “a little disappoint-
ing,” and very slightly less power output (310Wpc into 8 
ohms) than is specified, but was otherwise impressed. 
(Vol.38 No.11 WWW) 
PARASOUND HALO INTEGRATED: $2495 $$$

Parasound’s Halo offers 160Wpc from its bipolar output 
section—JFETs and MOSFETs are pressed into service 
elsewhere in the amp—plus a list of convenience features 
that includes: a dedicated subwoofer output with its own 
variable high- and low-pass crossover filters and front-
panel level control; a 32-bit DAC with USB, coaxial, and 
optical inputs; a discrete headphone amplifier; an MM/
MC phono stage; and six line inputs (one balanced, five 
unbalanced). HR particularly praised the “easy, intimate 
realism” of the Halo’s phono stage, as well as the “great 
boogie” factor of its DAC and the amp’s overall “easy flow-
ing, mostly smooth, and decidedly mellow” personality. 
This was not to take away from the Parasound’s musical 
incisiveness: “The Halo played tunes and sang songs as if 
they mattered,” wrote Herb. JA wrapped up his measure-
ments by observing that the Halo Integrated “is a well-en-
gineered, well-performing product.” (Vol.38 No.11 WWW) 
PRIMALUNA DIALOGUE PREMIUM HP: $4399

PrimaLuna’s DiaLogue Premium HP employs a total of 
eight power tubes—EL34s are standard, although the 
user can substitute a variety of other power pentodes—
to produce 40Wpc in triode mode or 70Wpc in Ultra-
linear mode. (On-the-fly switching between modes can 
be performed with the DiaLogue Premium HP’s remote 
handset.) Additional features include a newly designed, 
six-tube front end; the “highest-end” implementation yet 
of PrimaLuna’s Adaptive AutoBias circuit; and an all-tube 
headphone amp. RD, a fan of the company’s earlier Pro-
Logue Premium, found that the new amp provided higher 
power with no loss of finesse, and declared, “PrimaLuna 
had taken a major step forward in amplifier performance.” 
JA’s measurements indicated that “PrimaLuna’s output 
transformers are of excellent quality.” Distortion wasn’t 
the lowest JA has seen, but, “fortunately, the distortion is 
heavily second-harmonic in nature in both modes, even at 
low frequencies.” He concluded that, “overall, the Prim-
aLuna DiaLogue Premium HP measures well for a design 
using push-pull pairs of EL34 tubes.” RD summed up: 
“$4199 for an integrated amp of the DiaLogue Premium 
HP’s level of performance represents excellent value.” 
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a smooth, detailed top end.” Surprisingly robust and de-
tailed sounding amp for such a small cool-running pack-
age, he concludes. (Vol.32 No.8, Vol.35 No.9 WWW) 
UNISON RESEARCH S6: $5600

Each channel of the Italian-made S6 uses three EL34 
power pentode tubes in a class-A, single-ended, triple-
parallel configuration to deliver 35Wpc into 8 ohms. Its 
distinctive chassis is longitudinally divided into three 
portions: a central raised center that houses the iron-core 
transformers is flanked by identical lower sections that 
hold the tube sockets, bias meters, and bias-adjustment 
controls. Compared with the Ars-Sonum Filarmonia SE, 
the S6 was more forceful but gave up nothing in finesse; 
when partnered with the Opera Callas loudspeakers, the 
S6 was fatigue-free, with surprising dynamics and bass, 
said JM. (Vol.36 No.8 WWW) 
VINNIE ROSSI LIO: $7750 AS TESTED

Vinnie Rossi, of Red Wine Audio, designed the LIO inte-
grated amplifier around his unconventional PURE DC-4-
EVR power-supply technology, which powers the elec-
tronics using two rows of series-wired ultracapacitors: 
one provides pure DC while the other is being charged, 
those roles alternating every few minutes. The LIO is 
modular: The buyer adds to the combination of case and 
power supply—a $1995 product that, by itself, cannot 
pass a music signal—his or her choice of volume-control 
module, input-selection module, line stage, phono stage, 
D/A converter, headphone amp, and power amp, prices 
and options for which are too numerous to list here. HR 
was charmed: “Right out of the box, the Vinnie Rossi LIO 
played music that flowed smoothly and silkily.” He noted 
in particular the amp’s “detail, drive, and forward mo-
mentum.” HR’s verdict: “If there is a more innovative and 
musically satisfying integrated amplifier than the Vinnie 
Rossi LIO, I have yet to experience it.” JA’s measurements 
revealed “good to excellent” performance from the LIO’s 
volume-control, phono-preamp, and digital-audio mod-
ules, but uncovered problems such as low-level spuriae at 
60Hz, unexpected bumps in the noise floor, power output 
into 8 ohms that failed to reach the 25Wpc spec by 8W, 
and too high a level of second-harmonic distortion for his 
comfort. (Vol.38 No.9 WWW) 

B

ALLNIC T-1800: $6900

From Korean manufacturer Allnic, known in audiophile cir-
cles for their single-ended-triode (SET) power amplifiers, 
comes this push-pull pentode integrated amp. The T-1800 
has two EL34 output tubes per side, operated in Ultra-
linear mode to produce 40Wpc. The T-1800’s line stage 
is passive—still, AD described the amp’s overall gain as 
“abundant”—and offers as inputs four pairs of RCA jacks 
and one pair of XLR sockets. Source selection is by means 
of electronic switching, the volume control is a 41-step 
silver-contact attenuator switch, and the output section is 
autobias. AD thought that the T-1800 delivered tight, well-
controlled bass—if with less “power and gravitas” than his 
Shindo EL34 monoblocks—and generous treble extension 
without sounding “bright or even bright-ish.” He was dis-
mayed by the sound’s relative smallness of scale, which 
he attributed to the amp’s use of global feedback, but said 
that “the T-1800’s flaws are more than merely outweighed 
by its strengths: They are overwhelmed.” Those strengths 
are good drive, color, texture, and openness of sound. 
(Vol.38 No.11 WWW) 
CAMBRIDGE AUDIO AZUR 851A: $1999

First cousin to the Cambridge Azur 851D DAC, the Azur 
851A integrated amplifier provides 120Wpc into 8 ohms, 
two balanced inputs (XLR), eight unbalanced line-level 
inputs (RCA), and the rare luxury of bass and treble tone 
controls. HR wrote that he could best describe the sound 
of the Azur 851A as “relaxed and enjoyably colorful, in a 
class-A triode sort of way. It sounded more naturally toned 
and weighty than my Creek 3330 or my Line Magnetic 
LM-518IA, and showed none of that off-putting grayness 
or brittleness often heard in low-priced, high-powered 
amps.” In his measurements, JA discovered that the amp’s 
right-channel performance was not in keeping with that 
of the left channel—although he suggested that the right 

channel’s relative shortcomings were inaudible. His con-
clusion: “Assuming that the less-good performance of its 
right channel was a sample-specific fault, Cambridge Au-
dio’s Azur 851A is a well-built amplifier that offers a lot of 
power with very low distortion at an affordable price.” HR’s 
last word: “a versatile and extraordinarily musical corner-
stone on which to build a truly enjoyable high-end system 
that can play all types of music with righteous aplomb for 
little cost.” (Vol.38 No.2 WWW) 
CREEK AUDIO EVOLUTION 100A: $2195

The top-of-the-line amp from UK-based Creek, the new 
Evolution 100A integrated operates in class-G: A pair of 
Sanken Darlington transistors, biased for class-A/B, do 
the honors up to 25Wpc, beyond which an additional pair 
of transistors kicks in, for 110Wpc total into 8 ohms. Of its 
five line-level inputs (RCA), one can also be addressed as 
balanced (XLR), while any of the remaining four can be 
upgraded with plug-in DAC, AM/FM tuner, and phono-
stage modules. HR enjoyed using the Creek’s Ambit tuner 
($250), and praised the “clean, open, extended highs” of 
the amp’s optional Ruby DAC module ($599), which han-
dles 24-bit/192kHz inputs via its coax and TosLink S/PDIF 
inputs, and 24/96 via USB—though he felt the merely 
“good” Sequel Mk.2 moving-magnet phono-stage module 
($200) wasn’t up to the DAC’s level of quality. Considering 
the 100A’s amplification talents, HR praised it for playing a 
great variety of music in a “straightforward, exciting, sat-
isfying way.” Apart from some front-panel control glitches 
that might have been specific to “this well-traveled review 
sample,” JA found that the Evolution 100A “measured 
quite well.” (Vol.38 No.7 WWW) 
CREEK EVOLUTION 50A: $1195 $$$

Creek’s new entry-level model is a class-A/B design 
claimed to deliver 55Wpc into 8 ohms. It offers four sin-
gle-ended and one balanced input, one of which can ac-
commodate one of three MM or MC plug-in phono boards. 
The clean front panel has input-selector and Volume 
knobs, Balance and Tone controls, and a large display. 
The Creek produced an uncolored midrange, impressive 
bass impact, and excellent resolution of high-frequency 
detail, delicacy, and air, said BJR. “An involving, flexible, 
and good-sounding piece of electronics,” he concluded, 
adding that it “sounds more powerful than its rating would 
imply.” “Considering its affordable price, Creek’s Evolution 
50A measures fundamentally well,” said JA, though he 
points out that its output stage is underbiased. (Vol.36 
No.8 WWW) 
CROFT PHONO INTEGRATED: $1895 $$$

Croft’s 45Wpc Phono Integrated combines in a single 
package the company’s Micro 25 preamplifier and Series 
7 power amplifier to create a hybrid integrated in which 
line- and moving-magnet–compatible phono-stage gain is 
provided by ECC83 vacuum tubes, output power by tran-
sistors. In addition to its phono input, the Croft has three 
analog line inputs, but offers no remote control, digital in-
puts, headphone jack, or upgrade paths for USB connec-
tivity. Apart from a small circuit board containing the bipo-
lar timer and relays, the Phono Integrated is hand-wired, 
point to point, with neatly made solder joins and Bakelite 
terminal strips. AD liked the Croft’s dual-mono volume 
controls, SM not so much. They agreed, however, that 
the Croft’s sound was extraordinary: smooth, coherent, 
open, naturally detailed, forceful, physical, and dynamic, 
with a great sense of space and an expert ability to drive 
a beat forward. “If I were a designer or builder, this is how 
I would do the thing. If I were buying in this price range, 
this is the one I’d choose,” raved AD. On JA’s test bench, 
however, the Croft exhibited a nonflat RIAA response and 
high levels of harmonic and intermodulation distortion. 
According to ST, “the sound of the Phono Integrated was 
musical in a way that very few hi-fi components are.” Apart 
from noting this model’s 1970s-style cosmetics (“A pox on 
cosmetics!”), minimalist conveniences (“A pox on conve-
nience!”), and slightly plump bass, ST declared the Croft 
“one of the best integrated amplifiers I have ever heard.” 
(Vol.36 No.10, Vol.37 No.5 WWW) 
HEGEL MUSIC SYSTEMS H160: $3500

The Norwegian-made Hegel H160 swims against technol-
ogy’s tide with an output section based on discrete bipolar 
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UNISON RESEARCH SIMPLY ITALY: $3000 ★

The solidly built Simply Italy uses an ECC82 driver tube 
and an EL34B output tube to deliver 12Wpc. It measures 
just 10" W by 7.5" H by 15.5" D and offers four line-level 
inputs, a tape loop, and a single set of outputs optimized 
for 4–8 ohm speakers. Solid-wood inlays around the hefty, 
stainless-steel volume and selector knobs help damp vi-
brations. Fit and finish were outstanding. Though it lacked 
the dimensionality and expansiveness of larger Unison 
Research amplifiers, the Simply Italy had a confident, 
solid sound with surprisingly tight bass, said ST. “My little 
bambino.” He sums up. “Clear, crisp sound, tight bass for 
all of its 12 watts.” ST thinks there may be no better amp 
for small-group jazz. The Simply Italy was an especially 
good partner for DeVore Fidelity’s Orangutan O/93 loud-
speakers, said ST. Replacing the amp’s stock EL34Bs with 
Genelex KT77 output tubes resulted in an airier sound 
with less robust bass and improved top-end extension. 
(Vol.35 No.8; Vol.37 No.1)

C

ARCAM FMJ A19: $999 $$$

Rated to deliver 50Wpc into 8 ohms, the FMJ A19 is Ar-
cam’s most affordable integrated amplifier. It provides six 
line-level inputs, tape and preamplifier outputs, a moving-
magnet phono stage, and two front-panel mini-jacks: one 
for driving headphones, the other for connecting an iPod. 
While the A19 gets its power from a hefty toroidal trans-
former, a second internal power supply can deliver a di-
rect, isolated, and regulated 6V to two of Arcam’s r-series 
products, such as the rBlink Bluetooth DAC that ST en-
joyed. Build quality was excellent, setup simple, operation 
flawless. Though it lacked some smoothness and drama, 
the A19 combined a sweet treble, a clean midrange, and 
well-defined bass for a sound that was fun, involving, and 
never fatiguing, said SM. JA noted excellent measured 
performance, but warned that the A19 shouldn’t be used 
to drive at high levels loads much below 6 ohms. Border-
line Class B. (Vol.37 No.1 WWW) 
MUSIC HALL A15.3: $549

Rated at 50Wpc into 8 ohms or 75Wpc into 4 ohms, the 
Music Hall a15.3 is a full-size (16.9" W by 3.1" H by 13.2" 
D) integrated amplifier that includes a MM phono input, 
mini-jack and RCA line-level inputs, and a front-panel 
headphone jack. SM admired the a15.3’s “high level of fit 
and finish,” adding that the amp performed without flaw 
in his system. Using the a15.3 with Music Hall’s compan-
ion c15.3 CD player–DAC and comparing it with NAD’s C 
515BEE CD player and C 316BEE integrated amplifier, SM 
found that the a15.3 sounded “more open and airy, and 
produced a wider, deeper soundstage with beautifully 
focused images,” although it “lacked the NADs’ intangible 
smoothness and musical flow.” Among the inputs offered, 
none impressed SM more than the a15.3’s phono stage, 
which “sounded superb—quiet, dynamic, and emotionally 
compelling.” (Vol.37 No.6 WWW) 
NAD D 3020: $499 $$$

Launched to celebrate NAD’s 40th anniversary, the 
30Wpc D 3020 takes only its name from the company’s 
iconic 3020 integrated amplifier; every other aspect of 
the design has been thoroughly modernized. It uses a 
switch-mode power supply, lacks a phono stage, and 
has only a single analog input, but includes a front-panel 
headphone minijack; an optional 6dB bass boost; a 
subwoofer output; coaxial, optical, and 24-bit/96kHz-
capable asynchronous USB inputs; and uses an audio-
optimized aptX codec for Bluetooth streaming. Weighing 
just 3 lbs and measuring an unusual 7 3/8" H by 2 5/16" W 
by 8 5/8" D, the D 3020 can be placed horizontally, like a 
traditional component, or stood upright, like a modem or 
hard drive. Uncommonly sensual for a hi-fi product, it has 
a large, textured volume knob; soft, smooth side panels; 
and a touchscreen that occupies its entire front panel and 
extends through one entire side panel. The sound from ev-
ery input was warm, present, and naturally detailed; even 
low-quality MP3s streamed wirelessly via Bluetooth were 
engaging, said SM. “Right now, NAD’s D 3020 is the best 
bargain in all of hi-fi,” added ST. Borderline Class B. (Vol.36 
Nos. 11 & 12, Vol.38 No.5 WWW) 

transistors operated in class-A/B, rather than the increas-
ingly common class-D devices. The H160 is specified as 
offering 150Wpc into 8 ohms, and its features include a 
front-mounted 6.3mm headphone jack—a first on a Hegel 
amp—plus USB, coaxial, optical, and Ethernet digital in-
puts, these addressing an internal DAC whose measured 
performance JA described as “workmanlike.” Despite his 
disappointment that the H160 offered only a single unbal-
anced analog input alongside its single balanced input, HR 
warmed to its “ardent and visceral” sound, and praised 
its playback of recorded voices as being “striking in its 
naturalness.” JA’s measurements included the observa-
tion that thermal stressing brought about a temporary 
increase in distortion in this otherwise “well-engineered 
powerhouse”: “this is not an amplifier suitable for sus-
tained high-power use.” (Vol.38 No.6 WWW) 
JADIS ORCHESTRA REFERENCE MK.II: $4795

The latest version of an integrated amp that has been a 
Jadis mainstay since the late 1990s, the Orchestra Refer-
ence Mk.II uses two Russian-made EL34 pentode tubes 
per channel to produce its specified 40Wpc; phase in-
version and buffering come courtesy of one 12AX7 dual-
triode tube per channel, while input gain is provided by 
bipolar transistors. The line-only, nonbalanced amp has 
five inputs, and is available with a remote handset for an 
extra $350. AD described the “beautifully built” Jadis as 
having “a full but reasonably explicit bottom, a richly col-
orful midrange, and a sense of grand spatial scale.” More 
to the point, he praised the amp’s talent for melodic, dy-
namic, and temporal nuance, and declared that the Jadis 
is “extremely unlikely to disappoint the music-loving, 
tone-loving audiophile” who owns efficient speakers. JA 
joined AD in grousing that bias adjustments on the semi-
impenetrable Jadis are difficult to effect, and raised an 
eyebrow at the amp’s not-unexpected higher distortion 
into loads of relatively low impedance—but noted, “the 
Jadis Orchestra performed well . . . given its circuit topol-
ogy.” (Vol.38 No.12 WWW) 
NAIM NAIT 5SI: $1995

Introduced 30 years after Naim Audio’s original Nait, the 
new Nait 5si is a 60Wpc (into 8 ohms) integrated amp 
with a built-in headphone amp, and with inputs for four 
line-level sources—but no phono preamp. Inputs are se-
lected with soft-touch buttons, and all are addressed with 
RCA plugs, while two of those are also equipped with DIN 
inputs: Naim’s traditional preference. HR enjoyed the Nait 
5si for tracking complex rhythms with perfection, and for 
keeping even the most microscopic pitch intervals “in 
good focus.” The Nait 5si lacked color and spaciousness 
compared to HR’s more expensive tubed integrated, but 
“made it easy to hear—watch—[the music’s] rhythms. 
Forward momentum was spellbinding: The Nait directed 
my attention toward how the players attacked their in-
struments.” Apart from inverted signal polarity on the 
headphone output, JA found nothing untoward in his 
measurements—noting, in fact, that the Nait developed 
more output power than specified. HR summed up: “The 
Nait 5si is a world-class integrated amplifier that delivers 
more audio precision and musical enjoyment than any 
self-respecting anti-imperialist should ever need.” (Vol.37 
No.10 WWW) 
OCTAVE AUDIO V 40 SE: $4500

The entry-level V40 SE Line, from Germany’s Octave 
Audio, is an integrated amplifier with an active line-only 
preamp section and—despite its model designation—a 
push-pull output section, using two KT88 pentode tubes 
per side to produce 40Wpc. (A wide variety of similar 
pentodes can be used instead, but not all will produce the 
same amount of power.) The output tubes are operated 
as true pentodes, and the design entails 10dB of global 
feedback; output-tube bias is user-adjustable via sys-
tem of which AD remarked, “I have never encountered a 
surer, safer, less ambiguous, or altogether better means 
of checking and adjusting tube bias.” He was similarly im-
pressed by the Octave’s musical performance, describing 
its ability to portray musical timing and momentum as 
“superb.” AD also enjoyed the V40 SE’s “up-front” sound 
and “better-than-average sense of scale,” also noting 
that while it didn’t sound bright, it had sufficiently ex-

tended trebles that “reasonable care should be taken in 
the setup and adjusting of partnering gear.” An easy-to-
install power-supply enhancement, the Octave Black Box 
($1200), made an audible improvement, but shouldn’t be 
considered mandatory. JA noted that the V40 SE “mea-
sured as I would expect from a traditional design that uses 
a pair of KT88 output tubes for each channel,” and praised 
the amp’s “impressively high standard” of construction. 
(Vol.37 No.8 WWW) 
PEACHTREE AUDIO NOVA125SE: $1199 ★

The handsome, remote-controlled nova125 combines a 
125Wpc amplifier, preamplifier with tubed buffer stage, 
headphone amp, and asynchronous USB DAC capable of 
handling resolutions up to 24-bit/192kHz. It offers three 
S/PDIF inputs, one analog input, and a preamp output. 
Though it lacked some resolution, the Peachtree had 
a slightly warm and soft overall sound, with excellent 
tonality, well-defined bass, and smooth highs, said ST. 
“Peachtree Audio has delivered a plum,” he concluded. 
Add $100 for Cherry or Rosewood finish. (Vol.36 No.1 
WWW) 
ROGERS HIGH FIDELITY EHF-100: $7000

Made in the US by former NASA engineer Roger Gibboni, 
the EHF-100 is rated to deliver 65Wpc (JA measured 
35Wpc) into 8 ohms; offers four pairs of line-level inputs; 
and uses two EF86 miniature pentode, two 12AX7 triode, 
and four KT88 power tubes. Fit and finish were excellent. 
Though not as nuanced, colorful, or dramatic as AD’s ref-
erence Shindo separates, the EHF-100 distinguished itself 
as a tight, punchy-sounding amplifier with loads of natural 
detail, a very good sense of momentum, and an excellent 
sense of space. Despite differences in the noise floor be-
tween its two channels, the EHF-100 measured well “for a 
classic design,” said JA. (Vol.35 No.11 WWW) 
ROGUE SPHINX: $1295 $$$

The Sphinx is that rarity in contemporary audio: a US-
made integrated amplifier with a tubed (12AU7) line 
stage, a MM-appropriate phono stage, and a headphone 
jack, all for less than the price of a round-trip ticket to 
Paris—and Rogue Audio doesn’t even make you buy their 
remote handset ($100). Using Bruno Putzeys’s Hypex 
class-D power modules in tandem with a nonswitching 
power supply, this hybrid integrated delivers 100Wpc into 
8 ohms or 200Wpc into 4 ohms. HR enjoyed his time with 
the Sphinx, noting its “greater scale and bass force” than 
his Creek 4330 integrated, and praising its line stage as 
perhaps “the best of [its] many good features: Everything 
I played was enjoyably detailed, transparent, and spa-
cious.” HR’s verdict: “Judging by my experiences with the 
Sphinx, Rogue’s owner and designer, Mark O’Brien, has 
taken this stigmatized, lower-class mode of operation to 
a new, more refined level.” According to JA, apart from a 
bit of ultrasonic noise in its output, the Sphinx’s amplifier 
section avoided most of the usual class-D pitfalls, and he 
particularly praised the MM phono section. (Vol.37 No.8 
WWW) 
ROKSAN KANDY K2 BT: $1900

This solid-state integrated amp, descended from the 
original Roksan Kandy K2 (reviewed by AD in Vol.33 No.5), 
is notable for offering both an MM phono stage and a 
Bluetooth input alongside its three line-level inputs. The 
Kandy K2 BT, which also provides a pair of preamp-out 
jacks and a bypass input for AV fans, delivers 140Wpc into 
8 ohms and 250Wpc into 4 ohms. In HR’s system, “The K2 
BT showed consistently good tone and scale, but music 
often felt a tad soft and round—especially at the edges 
of string plucks and keystrokes.” That said, HR declared 
that “[the Roksan’s] phono stage was the best I’ve heard 
in a moderately priced integrated—it played LPs in living 
color.” As for Bluetooth, HR was underwhelmed, noting 
that “the detail, life and naturalness exceeded my expec-
tations but I was disappointed by the amount of low-level 
fuzz and blur I was noticing.” He found that Bluetooth mu-
sic sounded best when playback levels were kept in check. 
In his measurements, JA echoed that last sentiment—”if 
you use the Roksan’s BT input, keep your source’s volume 
control down”—and commented that the K2 BT’s fre-
quency response “depends to a larger extent than usual 
on its volume-control setting.” (Vol.37 No.11 WWW) 
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NAD C 316BEE: $379 $$$ ★

Descendant of NAD’s famed 3020 integrated amplifier, 
the 40Wpc C 316BEE uses a new variant of the Power-
Drive technology found in NAD’s Master Series compo-
nents, said to maximize the short-term dynamic power 
sent to loudspeakers. It has five inputs, a single set of 
user-friendly binding posts for easy connections, defeat-
able tone controls, a headphone jack, and an iPod mini-
jack. The NAD matched power with grace, providing a rich, 
forceful overall presentation and an impressive ability to 
follow complex musical passages and make clear, truth-
ful distinctions among musical instruments. Compared to 
the JoLida FX 10, the NAD produced a far more compelling 
listening experience, with faster attacks, longer decays, 
and a wider soundstage, said SM. (Vol.34 No.7 WWW) 
PS AUDIO SPROUT: $499 $$$

Designed in Colorado, and built in China, the PS Audio 
Sprout is a compact (6" W by 1.75" H by 8" D) integrated 
amplifier with built-in MM phono preamp, 24-bit/192kHz 
USB D/A converter, and Bluetooth receiver. The Sprout’s 
class-D power amp can deliver up to 33Wpc across 
an 8-ohm load, and its front panel incorporates a 1/4" 
headphone jack, use of which automatically mutes the 
loudspeaker output. In his review, HR observed that the 
Sprout occasionally lent the sound “a trace of darkness—
not grayness or lack of color,” but he found that the little 
Sprout consistently “demonstrated an ability to engage 
my attention and keep it locked on the space, character, 
and artistry of the music being played.” HR also felt that 
the Sprout’s Bluetooth wireless performance was “richer, 
more detailed, less hollow and vapid than any Bluetooth 
sound I’ve tried so far,” though he found the Sprout’s 
sound through headphones less rich than through speak-
ers. Apart from a response-curve bump centered at 67Hz, 
JA’s measurements uncovered nothing untoward. HR’s 
conclusion: “The Sprout specialized in the beguiling re-
production of every kind of music I sent through its four 
inputs.” The price dropped from $799 to $499 in Septem-
ber 2015. (Vol.38 No.5 WWW) 

D
LEPAI LP7498E: $99.90

Rated to deliver 100Wpc via its TriPath class-D output 
stage, the Lepai is a small (4.5" W by 1.25" H by 7" D) in-
tegrated amplifier with one pair of RCA inputs, two pairs 
of speaker binding posts, and a dedicated 36V DC power 
supply. It uses STMicroelectronics’ TDA7498 class-D 
module and supports Bluetooth streaming but not aptX. 
CDs played through the Lepai’s RCA input sounded big, 
bold, and emotionally compelling, with a natural mid-
range, sweet highs, good bass weight, and well-focused 
images, but digital files streamed via Bluetooth sounded 
gritty, compressed, and murky, said SM. Sold by Parts Ex-
press with a 45-day money-back guarantee and lifetime 
service warranty. (Vol.37 No.2 WWW)

K
SCHIIT RAGNORAK.

DELETIONS

Bel Canto C7R discontinued; Harman/Kardon HK 990, 
Manley Labs Stingray iTube and Stingray II, Pass Labs INT-
150, all not auditioned in a long time.

LOUDSPEAKER SYSTEMS

Editor’s Note: Class A “Loudspeakers” are sufficiently 
idiosyncratic and differ enough from one another that 
prospective customers should read Stereophile’s original 
reviews in their entirety for descriptions of the sounds. I 
have therefore just listed every system or combination 
that at least one of Stereophile’s reviewers feels, as a re-
sult of his or her experience, approaches the current state 
of the art in loudspeaker design. (Note that, to be eligible 
for inclusion in Class A, the system must be full-range—ie, 
feature bass extension to 20Hz. It must also be capable 
of reaching realistic sound-pressure levels without any 
feeling of strain.) 

For those unconcerned about the last few hertz of 
low-bass extension, we have created “Classes A, B, and C 
(Restricted Extreme LF)” for those speakers that are state 
of the art in every other way. Candidates for inclusion in 
this class must still reach down to at least 40Hz, below 
the lowest notes of the four-string double-bass and bass 
guitar. 

In addition, such has been the recent progress in loud-
speaker design at a more affordable level that we have an 
extra class: E, for “Entry Level.” Someone once asked us 
why Stereophile bothers to review inexpensive loudspeak-
ers at all: In effect, aren’t we insulting our readership by 
recommending that they buy inexpensive models? Re-
member: It’s possible to put together a musically satisfy-
ing, truly high-end system around any of our Class D and 
E recommendations. That’s why they’re listed—and why 
you should consider buying them.

A—FULL-RANGE

GAMUT RS7: $39,900/PAIR

(Vol.38 No.9 WWW) 
KEF BLADE TWO: $25,000/PAIR

(Vol.38 No.6 WWW)
MBL RADIALSTRAHLER 101E MK.II:

$70,500/PAIR ★

(Vol.35 No.4 WWW)
REVEL ULTIMA STUDIO2: $15,998/PAIR $$$ ★

FK’s long-term reference. (Vol.31 No.3, Vol.32 No.12 
WWW)
TAD EVOLUTION ONE E1 LOUDSPEAKER:

$29,800/PAIR

(Vol.36 No.7 WWW) 
VIVID G3 GIYA: $39,990/PAIR

(Vol.37 No.4 WWW)
WILSON AUDIO SPECIALTIES ALEXANDRIA XLF:

$210,000/PAIR ★

MF’s long-term reference. (Vol.36 No.1 WWW)
WILSON AUDIO SPECIALTIES ALEXIA:

$52,000/PAIR

(Vol.36 No.12 WWW)
YG ACOUSTICS SONJA 1.3: $106,800/PAIR

(Vol.36 No.7 WWW) 

A (RESTRICTED EXTREME LF)

AERIAL MODEL 7T: $10,995/PAIR ★

This compact (44.5" H by 9.7" W by 15.3" D), three-way 
floorstander uses a 1" soft ring-radiator tweeter with dual 
magnets and a machined waveguide; a 5.9" papyrus-
blend midrange cone with a 1.25" voice-coil, dual mag-
nets, and cast magnesium frame; and two 7.1" bilaminate-
cone woofers with 1.5" voice-coils and cast magnesium 
frames. The 7T provided a well-balanced sound overall, 
with a stable soundstage, pinpoint imaging, detailed and 
transparent highs, a gorgeous midrange, and neutrally 
balanced bass. “The 7T is so good that it should provide 
any listener with joyful musical communication,” KR 
concluded. JA found excellent measured performance. 
Price is for Metallic Black or High-Gloss Rosenut finish; 
$11,795/pair in High-Gloss Ebony. (Vol.35 No.3 WWW) 
ATC SCM19 V.2: $4299/PAIR  

(STANDS NECESSARY)

Designed around a sealed enclosure with curved side 
panels, a lute-shaped cross section, and a volume of 19 
liters—hence the model number—ATC’s SCM19 v.2 is a 
two-way loudspeaker with a 1" non-hemispherical soft-
dome tweeter and a 6" woofer, the 3" dustcap of which 
is said to function as a midrange dome; both drivers are 
of ATC’s own design and manufacture. The SCM19 v.2’s 
cabinet is only 17.1" high, yet weighs a hefty 39 lbs; its 
frequency response is specified as 54Hz–22kHz, –6dB, 
its nominal impedance as 8 ohms, and its sensitivity 
as 85dB/W/m. Comparing the ATC to a similarly small, 
sealed-box loudspeaker of some renown, the classic BBC 
LS3/5a, JM found that the SCM19 v.2 “exhibited an ar-
resting increase in resolving power.” Similarly, he wrote 
that the SCM19 “decisively strode ahead of” ATC’s less 
expensive SCM7 v.3 in resolution and bass extension, 
noting that while the SCM7 “had no distortion that I was 
aware of, the [low-frequency] driver in the SCM19 was so 
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floorstander with a 1" ceramic-diaphragm tweeter, 6" 
ceramic-diaphragm midrange unit, and three 8" alumi-
num-cone woofers. The cabinet is made of 25mm-thick 
MDF, has nicely rounded edges to reduce diffraction, and 
comes available in high-gloss Piano Black or Silver Grey 
(adds $1500/pair). Fit and finish were superb. The Django 
had an open, uncolored, well-balanced overall sound, with 
outstanding soundstaging, warm and full-bodied bass, 
a superb midrange, and a treble that was both revealing 
and forgiving, said EL. “Marten’s Django XLs gave me the 
best sound I have ever heard in my room. Highly Recom-
mended,” he concluded. (Vol.35 No.9 WWW) 
MARTINLOGAN MONTIS: $9995/PAIR★

Made in Canada, the elegant Montis combines a 44" H by 
11.3" W Curvilinear Line Source (CLS) electrostatic high-
frequency panel with a 10" high-excursion, aluminum-
cone woofer, the latter powered by a 200W amplifier. The 
bass cabinet is available in glossy finishes of hand-rubbed 
black ash, dark cherry, or black cherrywood. Though it 
lacked pinpoint imaging, the Montis had a scintillating 
treble, fast and weighty bass, and a natural midrange, said 
RD. Though he found respectable measured performance, 
JA cautioned that the Montis will sound rolled off on top 
when driven by a tube amplifier with a high source imped-
ance. (Vol.35 No.9 WWW) 
SONY SS-AR2: $20,000/PAIR ★

This three-way, reflex-loaded, floorstander looks very 
similar to Sony’s more expensive SS-AR1, but is 4" shorter, 
has twin 6.5" aluminum-cone woofers instead of the SS-
AR1’s 8" units, and has less extended low frequencies. 
The SS-AR2’s 1" soft-dome tweeter and its Scan-Speak 
5" sliced-paper–cone midrange unit are the same as in 
the SS-AR1, as is the strategically braced cabinet con-
struction: panels of Scandinavian birch with a 2"-thick 
front baffle of laminated Japanese maple. The SS-AR2 
combined sweet highs, well-extended lows, and a slight 
excess of midrange energy for an overall sound that was 
both pleasantly warm and superbly detailed, said JA, who 
was similarly impressed by the speaker’s measured per-
formance. (Vol.35 No.10 WWW) 
SONY SS-NA2ES: $10,000/PAIR

Cosmetically similar to Sony’s more expensive SS-AR2, 
the SS-NA2ES is a beautifully finished three-way tower, 
approximately 35" H by 10" W by 16" D, with drive-units 
custom made by Scan-Speak in collaboration with Sony: 
twin 6.5" aluminum-cone woofers and a 5" midrange 
unit; but while the SS-AR2 used a single conventional 1" 
tweeter, the SS-NA2ES vertically mounts its 1" silk-dome 
tweeter between two 0.75" fabric-dome “assist” tweeters. 
The straight-sided cabinet is made of Scandinavian birch 
ply and finished in a luxurious dark-brown gloss. With 
some overcooked recordings, the Sony’s highs had too 
much sparkle, but overall the speaker offered low color-
ation, high sensitivity, accurate and stable stereo imag-
ing, and satisfying lows, said JA, who also noted excellent 
measured performance. “The SS-NA2ES offers its owner 
90% of the performance of the SS-AR2 for 50% of its 
price,” he concluded. (Vol.36 No.9 WWW) 
SPENDOR D7: $5995/PAIR $$$

The British-built D7 is a 2.5-way, 38"-tall floorstander, 
with a rated sensitivity of 90 dB/W/m and a nominal 
impedance of 8 ohms. Its driver complement includes a 
7/8" soft-dome tweeter with a specially designed cover of 
stainless-steel mesh, a 7" plastic-cone mid/woofer, and a 
7" Kevlar-cone woofer, the latter two both made by Spen-
dor and loaded by the same rear-mounted reflex port. 
Used with ST’s 80Wpc Quicksilver Silver 88 tubed mono-
blocks—”a superb combination”—and giving their best 
about 3' from the wall behind them, the D7s played with 
“authority, weight, and speed.” ST praised the speaker’s 
fine trebles— “a crystalline clarity that put the Spendor D7 
among the finest speakers I have heard at any price”—and 
noted that, “40 years on, Spendor is still known for getting 
the midrange right.” Although ST’s 3.5Wpc 2A3 amplifier 
failed to coax from the D7 sufficient bottom-end authority, 
the sound of that combination was “glorious”—and the 
Spendor was otherwise easy to drive with tubes or tran-
sistors, ultimately coaxing from the floorstander-phobic 
ST the highest praise: “one of the finest loudspeakers I 

much more revealing that it was not funny.” JM summed 
up: “The SCM19 might be all the speaker most people will 
ever need. Well done. Highly recommended.” (Vol.37 No.6 
WWW) 
DEVORE FIDELITY ORANGUTAN O/96:

$12,000/PAIR (STANDS INCLUDED)

Handmade in Brooklyn, New York, the O/96 is a two-
way, reflex-loaded, stand-mounted speaker with a rated 
sensitivity of 96dB/W/m and an unusually high nominal 
impedance of 10 ohms. The wide-baffle design measures 
28.25" H by 18" W by 12" D and has a 1" silk-dome tweeter 
and a 10” paper-cone woofer. The O/96 exhibited a superb 
overall tonal balance with impressive clarity, color, impact, 
drama, and scale, said AD. “The O/96 is distinctly easy to 
drive with low-power amplifiers, yet it’s clearer, wider of 
bandwidth, and more spatially accomplished than most 
other high-sensitivity loudspeakers,” he summed up. JA’s 
measurements uncovered a low-treble resonance and a 
lively enclosure, but these problems were considerably 
less audible than he was expecting. AD originally consid-
ered this a very high Class B recommendation, bordering 
on Class A, but as of April 2015, the rating is upgraded. In 
a Follow-Up, AD noted: “I have refined my own O/96 instal-
lation, moving each speaker farther from its sidewall, and 
minimizing the influence of unfortunate room character-
istics with some John DeVore–inspired asymmetry,” with 
excellent results. AD also quoted John DeVore’s observa-
tion that, in 2013, the O/96 was his best-selling model “by 
a clear margin. I wouldn’t be surprised to see that it did 
that again in 2014.” (Vol.35 No.12, Vol.38 No.1 WWW) 
DEVORE FIDELITY ORANGUTAN O/93:

$8400/PAIR

Made in Brooklyn, New York, the Orangutan O/93 is a 
two-way floorstanding loudspeaker with a 1" soft-dome 
tweeter and a 10" paper-cone bass/midrange driver. It 
measures 35.5" H by 15" W by 10" D, and has a claimed 
sensitivity of 93dB and a nominal impedance of 10 ohms. 
The beautifully finished cabinet is made from a combi-
nation of Baltic birch plywood and MDF; the front baffle 
has a distinctive fiddleback mahogany veneer, while the 
sides, back, and rear are veneered in maple and finished 
in high-gloss piano-black lacquer. Driven by ST’s Unison 
Research Simply Italy, the DeVores delivered a lively, im-
mediate sound, with a sweet and extended treble, punchy 
bass, and a deep, wide soundstage with excellent center 
fill. (Vol.37 No.1, Vol.38 No.12 WWW) 
ENIGMACOUSTICS SOPRANINO ELECTROSTATIC 

SUPERTWEETER: $3690/PAIR  

(STANDS OPTIONAL)

Here’s something you don’t see every day: a horn-loaded, 
self-polarized, electrostatic supertweeter. Named after 
the smallest members of the saxophone and clarinet fam-
ilies, the Sopranino is a 6-lb, 7.6"-tall, more or less cubical 
enclosure intended for installation either atop the user’s 
nominally full-range speakers or on their own height-
adjustable stands ($600/pair). Its 12dB/octave high-pass 
filter can be set to one of three crossover frequencies—8, 
10, or 12kHz—and connection via the Sopraninos’ binding 
posts puts the supertweeters in parallel with their host 
speakers. A rear-mounted toggle switch offers the option 
of –3dB of attenuation. JA found that the Sopraninos, 
when used with the Joseph Audio Perspective loudspeak-
ers, had a decidedly subtle influence on the sound of his 
system; on removing them after a week of listening, he 
declared his system still sounded good—”Just not quite 
as good.” With JA’s vintage Rogers LS3/5a loudspeak-
ers, the Sopraninos allowed cymbals to sound “more like 
struck bronze than shaped and textured white noise,” 
and stereo imaging was more palpable. Measurements 
revealed a clean cumulative spectral-decay plot and other 
distinctions, although JA was surprised that, by the end of 
the review, one of the Sopraninos had ceased performing 
above 15kHz: an enduring mystery. (Vol.37 No.6 WWW) 
FUJITSU TEN ECLIPSE TD-712Z MK.2:

$10,600/PAIR (STANDS INCLUDED)

RD reviewed the original version of this unique speaker—
it uses a single 4.7" driver with a glass-fiber/cotton cone 
mounted in an egg-shaped ported enclosure—in January 
2007 and was very impressed with its sound. Though the 

TD712z wouldn’t play very loud and didn’t go very deep, 
it had clarity, transparency, resolution, timbral accuracy, 
and image specificity that were “simply breathtaking,” 
said RD. JA was impressed by the speaker’s time-coinci-
dent presentation and freedom from cabinet resonances, 
though he was more bothered by its distinctly non-flat fre-
quency response. The new version improves the original’s 
power handling and extends its low-frequency response. 
“In a modestly sized room, with no help from subwoof-
ers, the TD712zMk.2s delivered sound that was . . . well . . . 
extraordinary,” he concluded. Matching sand-filled stands 
are included. (Vol.30 No.1, Vol.38 No.5 WWW) 
JOSEPH AUDIO PERSPECTIVE: $12,999/PAIR

“The 36"-tall, floorstanding Perspective combines the 
same SEAS 1" impregnated-fabric dome tweeter used in 
Joseph Audio’s Pulsar with two SEAS 5.5" magnesium-
cone woofers, all mounted on a baffle profiled to optimize 
high-frequency dispersion. The woofers are reflex-loaded 
with a rear-mounted resistive port—the resistive foam 
can be removed for certain applications—and, according 
to JA, with “an Asymmetrical Infinite Slope Crossover set 
at 2kHz, with about a 40dB/octave low-pass slope for the 
woofers.” In his listening, JA noted slightly unforgiving 
trebles on recordings with ragged high frequencies, but 
with good recordings, the Perspectives delivered “a wide, 
rich sweep of full-range sound, with tangible stereo imag-
ing.” JA also noted midrange clarity and lack of coloration, 
and that the Perspective’s bass performance required an 
amp with a firm hand lest it sound a bit phat. Summing 
up with praise for the Perspective’s cosmetics and small 
footprint, he concluded: “It’s a lot of high-performance 
loudspeaker in a beautiful, modest-sized, domestically 
appealing package.” (Vol.37 No.7 WWW) 
JOSEPH AUDIO PULSAR: $7700/PAIR ★

(STANDS NECESSARY)

The compact (15" H by 9" W by 13" D), rear-ported Pulsar 
uses a 1" Sonatex-dome tweeter and a 5.5" cast-magne-
sium cone woofer, both built to Joseph Audio’s specifica-
tions by SEAS. The MDF cabinet has an attractively bev-
eled, piano-black front baffle; side panels are available in 
a choice of four high-gloss veneers as well as piano black. 
The Pulsar produced sweet treble, a neutral midrange, 
solid bass, and superbly focused images for a natural, 
involving overall sound, said MF. JA was impressed by the 
Pulsar’s superbly flat on-axis response and well-damped 
enclosure. (Vol.35 No.6 WWW) 
KEF LS50 ANNIVERSARY MODEL:

$1499.99/PAIR $$$ (STANDS NECESSARY)

This tribute to the famed LS3/5a monitor was made to 
celebrate KEF’s 50th anniversary. Measuring just 11.9" 
H by 7.9" W by 10.9" D, the two-way, reflex-loaded design 
combines, in KEF’s Uni-Q driver array, a 1" vented alumi-
num-dome tweeter and a 5.25" woofer cone of magne-
sium-aluminum alloy. The beautifully finished, computer-
modeled MDF cabinet incorporates a convex front baffle, 
offset port, and damped internal cross-bracing for opti-
mal suppression of external sound radiation and internal 
standing waves. The LS50 produced a surprisingly large, 
clean, transparent sound, with natural tone color and 
precise, stable stereo imaging, said JA, who also noted 
superb measured performance. “Recommended. Highly.” 
ST found the LS50’s tonality “spot-on, more neutral than 
sweet,” adding that the diminutive KEFs could deliver 
“surprising bass: down to around 50Hz.” ST’s verdict: “I 
haven’t had such great sound in my listening room since 
the departure of Quad’s ESL-2805 electrostatics.” As SM 
put it: “In 13 years of working at Stereophile, I have not 
seen another component that offers such a radical com-
bination of value and performance.” Late in 2014, after 
spending time with some new LS50 samples, JA wrote: 
“[Although] it had been two years since I’d last listened 
to the KEF LS50 at home, getting a new pair reminded me 
why I had so highly recommended them. The KEF LS50 
gave a sound that was evenly balanced from the upper 
bass through the high treble, with superbly defined imag-
ing.” (Vol.35 No.12, Vol.37 Nos. 5 & 6, Vol.38 No.1 WWW) 
MARTEN DJANGO XL: $15,000/PAIR IN PIANO 

BLACK ★

Made in Sweden, the Django is a three-way, reflex-loaded 
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have had in my listening room.” JA confirmed its distinc-
tion as a 2.5-way (not a 3-way) design, and praised its 
overall “excellent measured performance.” (Vol.37 No.9, 
Vol.38 No.4 WWW) 
TAD LABORATORIES COMPACT REFERENCE 

CR1: $42,000/PAIR ★ (STANDS NECESSARY)

Designed by Andrew Jones, this three-way, reflex-loaded, 
stand-mounted loudspeaker measures 24.7" H by 13.4" W 
by 17.5" D and weighs just over 100 lbs. It uses an 8” sand-
wich-cone woofer and a 1.375" beryllium-dome tweeter 
concentrically mounted with a 6.5" beryllium-cone mid-
range driver, all made by TAD. Finished in a gorgeous pi-
ano-gloss wood veneer, the speaker’s enclosure includes 
a strong internal framework formed by 0.9"-thick, CNC-
machined birch plywood clad with laminated MDF panels. 
JA: “It lacks the very lowest octave and is balanced a tad 
forward, but in all other respects it represents the state 
of the art of loudspeaker design and sound.” Matching 
stands add $3600/pair. (Vol.35 No.1 WWW) 
TECHNICS PREMIUM CLASS SB-C700E:

$1699/PAIR $$$ (STANDS NECESSARY)

In 2015, Technics re-entered the perfectionist audio 
market with four Premium Class products, none more 
interesting than the compact and decidedly high-tech 
SB-C700E loudspeaker. Standing 13" high, the speaker’s 
MDF cabinet is designed with a wider-in-the-middle pro-
file when viewed from the front, and has walls of varying 
thickness to help tame internal resonances. The two-way 
SB-C700 has a reflex-loaded 6.5" woofer, the flat dia-
phragm of which is a sandwich of carbon cloth and hon-
eycombed aluminum, plus a coaxial 0.75" tweeter with an 
aluminum dome and a neodymium magnet. HR put the 
SB-C700E through its paces with a variety of amplifiers, 
discovering such consistent traits as very good forward 
momentum with briskly paced music and laudable clarity 
and transparency, and noting that the Technics produced 
“not the biggest but perhaps the most properly scaled 
soundstage” among the small speakers he’d recently 
auditioned. HR added that the Technics speaker reached 
lower in the bass and “presented a wider spectrum of 
bass detail” than the KEF LS50 and lacked the “treble ex-
aggerations” of the Falcon LS3/5a, although, with some 
recordings, it missed a bit of texture and force. Pointing to 
its higher-than-specified sensitivity, well-designed reflex 
tuning, and “impressively clean” cumulative spectral-de-
lay plot—among other qualities that became apparent on 
his test bench—JA lauded the SB-C700’s “excellent audio 
engineering.” (Vol.39 No.1 WWW) 
TRIANGLE SIGNATURE DELTA: $8000/PAIR

Triangle’s Signature Delta is a three-way floorstander 
whose drivers and enclosure are all designed and manu-
factured in-house, said house being in France. Its two 
7.3" fiberglass-cone woofers are loaded by a bifurcated 
reflex port on the front, while a 7.3" paper-cone midrange 
driver handles most of the audioband. That midrange is 
of notably limited excursion, in which vintage context the 
Signature Delta’s horn-loaded titanium-dome tweeter, 
mounted atop the 4'-tall, curved-sidewall cabinet, fits 
well. Triangle specifies the Signature Delta’s sensitivity 
as 92dB/W/m and its impedance as 8 ohms nominal, 3.2 
ohms minimum (but see below). JA praised the Triangle’s 
bass, observing that “a pipe-organ recording . . . had tre-
mendous weight through the Deltas when the bass ped-
als descended to 32Hz,” while noting that the Delta’s low 
frequencies had “excellent pace and force” and “[a] pro-
pulsive way with well-recorded rock.” JA praised as equally 
important the speaker’s resolution and clarity, and noted 
a superior “jump factor” that did not compromise neutral-
ity: “Unless you like your music tame and uninvolving, this 
is a speaker well worth an audition.” In his measurements, 
JA described the Signature Delta as “a well-engineered, 
well-optimized loudspeaker,” although he uncovered an 
unkind impedance-phase angle at 82Hz that would seem 
to require a well-muscled amp. (Vol.37 No.9 WWW) 
VIVID OVAL K1: $25,990/PAIR ★

The K1 is similar in appearance to Vivid’s less expensive 
B1, but whereas the B1 uses single woofers on its front 
and rear panels, the K1 has two woofers each fore and aft, 
and its cabinet extends lower to accommodate them. In 

addition, the K1’s higher minimal impedance of 4.8 ohms 
(vs 2.8 ohms for the B1) makes it an easier load for the 
partnering amplifier. Compared to the B1, the K1 offered 
greater bass extension and had the more tactile and invit-
ing lower midrange and treble, said JM. “Vivid’s Oval K1 is 
one of the best loudspeakers I have ever heard,” he con-
cluded. (Vol.35 No.10 WWW) 
VIVID B1: $16,990/PAIR ★

Big brother to Vivid’s V-1.5 and also designed by Laurence 
Dickie, the B1 is a three-way floorstander using Vivid’s 
D26 metal-dome tweeter, D50 metal-dome midrange 
unit, and two C125 metal-cone woofers. It measures 43" 
H by 10.4" W by 14.75", weighs 84 lbs, and has an internal 
volume of 44 liters—exactly twice that of the V-1.5. Just 
as coherent as the V-1.5 but with greater bass extension, 
wider dynamic range, and a larger soundstage, the B1 had 
a relaxed, smooth, and effortless overall sound. “The B1 is 
so much more capable a speaker than the V-1.5 that, if you 
can afford it, the B1 actually represents better value for 
money,” said JM. Though the B1’s clean, grain-free treble 
could be “a little too revealing” of brighter recordings, JA 
appreciated the speaker’s generous bass, natural mid-
range, superb imaging, and explosive dynamics. (Vol.34 
Nos.2 & 10 WWW) 
VOLTI AUDIO VITTORA: $25,750/SYSTEM WITH 

ONE ELF CABINET

Handmade in the US, the Vittora is a three-way, fully horn-
loaded loudspeaker in two enclosures per channel, both 
made entirely of Baltic birch plywood. The lower bass 
cabinet is a single-fold bifurcated horn with a 15" rear-
facing woofer; the upper enclosure houses a rectangular 
midrange horn and an elliptical treble horn. Build quality 
was excellent. The Vittora had a beautifully balanced, nu-
anced, and compelling sound, with smooth highs, forceful 
bass, and a remarkable sense of drive, said AD. “Volti Au-
dio’s Vittora is a great loudspeaker and a seriously great 
value,” AD decided, though he adds “Not for the squea-
mish!” (Vol.36 No.9 WWW) 
WILSON AUDIO SPECIALTIES SOPHIA SERIES 3:

$22,500/PAIR ★

The latest Sophia is a three-way, reflex-loaded floorstand-
er with a 1" inverted titanium-dome tweeter, a 7" pulp/
composite-cone midrange driver, and a 10" aluminum-
cone woofer. Mild creases and angles have been added 
to the Sophia’s cabinet to increase rigidity and diminish 
standing waves, and thicker panels of Wilson’s dense 
phenolic X material are used for the main walls. Like the 
Sophia 2, the new model was spatially stunning, soni-
cally explicit, and musically expressive, with good drama 
and scale, high transparency, and low coloration, but 
with greater openness and resolution of detail. AD: “The 
Sophia 3 is a new and fine example of Wilson’s modern 
thinking: a true high-fidelity device that’s also capable of 
sounding beautiful.” (Vol.34 No.2 WWW) 
WILSON AUDIO SPECIALTIES DUETTE SERIES 2:

$22,500/PAIR WITH STANDS  

(STANDS INCLUDED)

In the words of company founder/chief designer Dave 
Wilson, the Duette Series 2 loudspeaker was created for 
a “hostile environment,” the definition of which includes 
limited floor space and the need to keep loudspeakers 
close to room boundaries. Codesigner Daryl Wilson made 
for the Series 2 a new stand, to which the crossover and 
connecting cables are integral. Other refinements include 
a more sculpted shape, and a new treble driver derived 
from the Convergent Synergy tweeter Dave Wilson de-
signed for his top-of-the-line Alexandria XLF. Driven by 
low-power tube amps, the Series 2 Duettes impressed AD 
with how they “nailed the timbral colors of instruments 
and voice alike, with generous and very realistic satura-
tion.” And although the Duettes didn’t have quite the scale 
or impact of his large Altec horns, AD observed that the 
Wilsons’ “deep-bass power and extension were surpris-
ingly good for their size. Cellos sounded subjectively 
undiminished down to their lowest tones, as did timpani 
and most double-bass notes, while nearly full weight was 
given to the orchestral bass drum.” JA’s measurements 
confirmed the high (91.6dB) sensitivity of the Duette Se-
ries 2, and he confirmed that, “Overall, the Wilson Duette’s 
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measured performance suggests that it is a well-engi-
neered design optimized for use close to the wall behind 
it.” (Vol.38 No.3 WWW) 
YG ACOUSTICS CARMEL 2: $24,300/PAIR

The entry-level loudspeaker from Colorado-based YG 
Acoustics, the Carmel—now revised as the Carmel 2, 
with curved rather than straight sides and baffle—is a 
two-way design in a sealed enclosure of CNC-machined 
aluminum. Its 7" aluminum-cone woofer is made in-
house, as is the aluminum frame for its 1" soft-dome 
tweeter; even the air-core inductors for the Carmel 2’s 
crossover network are wound on the premises. Perhaps 
counterintuitively, setting up the Carmel 2s in JA’s room 
proved trickier than with YGA’s larger, more complex Sonja 
1.3, the best results in terms of bass smoothness being 
achieved with an asymmetrical installation relative to the 
side walls, and the best tonal coherence achieved with a 
PrimaLuna tubed integrated amplifier. JA described the 
Carmel 2’s midrange as “superbly natural,” and said that 
“its clean highs gave the cymbals and triangle a superbly 
real quality” on a DSD file of a Lyn Stanley album of vocal 
standards. Notwithstanding the Carmel 2’s “ungenerous” 
bass, JA concluded that, “properly set up in a sympathetic 
acoustic and matched with appropriate electronics, it will 
sing.” JA noted that, in its bass alignment, the Carmel 2 
does indeed maximize low-frequency articulation at the 
expense of “body,” and praised the speaker’s quasi-an-
echoic response curve as “one of the flattest I have ever 
measured.” (Vol.38 No.12 WWW)

B (FULL-RANGE)

BOSTON ACOUSTICS M350: $2498/PAIR

The M350, the top model in BA’s M series, is a three-way, 
reflex-loaded floorstander with a 1” Extended Wide Band-
width soft-dome tweeter, a 4.5" mass-loaded polypropyl-
ene-cone midrange, and four 5.25" polypropylene-cone 
woofers. The cabinet sidewalls are beveled at their tops 
and bottoms and finished in high-gloss black; the front 
baffle and the top and bottom panels are covered in black 
faux leather. JA used foam port plugs (included) to tame 
a pervasive excess of upper-bass energy. Ports plugged, 
the M350s offered well-defined stereo imaging and had 
a darkish overall balance, with smooth highs and warm 
lower mids. Other than a strong cabinet-wall resonance 
in the lower midrange, the M350 measured superbly well, 
said JA. (Vol.36 No.8 WWW) 
BOWERS & WILKINS 683 S2: $1650/PAIR $$$

The numbers tell an unusual story: The three-way, 
floorstanding 683 S2 would seem almost identical to 
Bowers & Wilkins’ well-reviewed 804 Diamond (Vol.36 
No.9) in every way—save for the $6000 difference in price 
per pair. As KR found, the Chinese-built, medium-sensitiv-
ity 683 S2 provided satisfying bass response, with “clean 
and full” organ notes and, in orchestral music, timpani 
that had “heft and impact.” Spatially, the B&W’s center-fill 
so impressed KR that he left his seat “to make sure that, 
somehow, my disconnected center speaker hadn’t gotten 
magically reconnected.” KR’s verdict: The five-times-as-
expensive 804 Diamond “scores over the 683 S2 only 
with some singing voices and in extension/enhancement 
at the extremes of the audioband.” Test results, generally 
unremarkable, follow in what JA describes as a B&W tra-
dition: speakers that don’t measure quite as well as they 
could, but whose performance on the test bench reveals 
a product whose sound “has been carefully managed and 
[is] better than one might expect” for the price. (Vol.38 
No.9 WWW) 
BRYSTON MIDDLE T: $5400/PAIR

A floorstanding tower just under 40” tall, the Bryston Mid-
dle T—the name is a reference to designer and Bryston co-
founder James Tanner—is a three-way, reflex-loaded loud-
speaker with a complex, well-braced, and ultimately heavy 
(over 80 lbs) enclosure. The Middle T has a 1" metal-dome 
tweeter, a 5.25" polypropylene-cone midrange driver, and 
two 8" polypropylene-cone woofers, the last loaded by 
twin rear-firing reflex ports. With the Brystons in place of 
his usual B&W 800 Diamonds, KR reported “such integ-
rity that it might have been generated by a single driver 
. . . large, holographic soundstages that approached what 

I enjoy with my multichannel system . . . thrilling new de-
tail” from old, familiar recordings, and bass that was “out-
standing for a speaker of this size.” On the downside, KR 
noted that “male voices sounded natural, but somewhat 
richer” than he’s used to, and was disappointed by the ap-
pearance of the wood veneer and the “ungainly” grilles. JA 
found lower sensitivity than claimed (85 vs 88dB/W/m), 
and an impedance curve that, in his words, “starts to 
resemble a short circuit at ultrasonic frequencies,” indi-
cating the need for care in the selection of a partnering 
amp. Rosewood veneer adds $800/pair. Vinyl available at 
special order for $4680/pair. (Vol.38 No.2 WWW) 
DALI RUBICON 8: $7995/PAIR

Neither a two-way nor even a three-way loudspeaker, the 
Rubicon 8 is referred to by its manufacturer, DALI, as a 
“21/2+1/2+1/2-way” loudspeaker: None of its three 6.5" 
woofers covers the same range as the others, and only the 
one at the loudspeaker’s (physical) top extends as high 
as 2.5kHz, whence the music is given over to a 1.15" soft-
dome tweeter, which itself hands off to a ribbon supert-
weeter at 14kHz. Although each is operated over a differ-
ent frequency range, all three woofers are, in JA’s words, 
“technically sophisticated,” and benefit from a proprietary 
material said to reduce hysteresis distortion. They and the 
higher-frequency drivers are all made by DALI, and are in-
stalled on the front baffle of a 43.5"-tall MDF enclosure, 
the rear panel being taken up by two pairs of binding 
posts and three reflex ports. JA reported hearing good 
bass weight—although some lower-pitched instruments 
sounded “overripe” and “a little on the rich side”—and 
noted that “the Rubicon 8’s reproduction of the top oc-
taves was superb.” JA also noted that, “With all record-
ings I played, the Rubicon 8s threw a solid, well-defined, 
impressively stable soundstage, with precise layering of 
image depth.” Writing from his lab, JA suggested that the 
DALI’s measured performance “indicates a careful bal-
ance of its design parameters to produce a seductive yet 
clean full-range sound.” (Vol.38 No.3 WWW) 
FOCAL ARIA 936: $3999/PAIR $$$

This three-way, five-driver, French-made floorstander is 
among the first products to use Focal’s new driver-cone 
material: a sandwich of flax and fiberglass that’s said to 
offer low mass, high rigidity, and good self-damping prop-
erties. That material finds its way into the Aria 936’s three 
6.5" woofers and single 6.5" midrange driver, while its 1" 
dome tweeter is made of an aluminum-magnesium alloy, 
also new. The 936 also has three reflex ports—two on the 
front, one on the bottom—and a spiked plinth, the design 
of which contributed to easy setup work for RD, who also 
praised the 45"-tall Aria 936 for its “big, spacious sound” 
and for being “tonally neutral, with impressive dynamics, 
and powerful bass for the size of the speaker.” RD also sin-
gled out for praise the Focal’s treble range, for sounding 
“clean and extended but not overly bright, with no empha-
sis added to sibilants.” At the other end, “double basses, 
bowed or plucked, were firm, not weak or exaggerated.” 
RD added that, although “the Aria 936 couldn’t match 
the startling dynamics of the horn-hybrid Avantgarde Uno 
Nano, it came surprisingly close.” JA’s measurements con-
firmed the 936’s good sensitivity but found a wider low-
impedance range than implied by its 8-ohm rating, thus 
indicating the need for a non-wimpy amplifier. Otherwise, 
his test results confirmed the Focal’s standing as “an ex-
traordinary value.” (Vol.37 No.11 WWW) 
GOLDENEAR TECHNOLOGY TRITON ONE:

$4999.98/PAIR $$$

Preceded in the GoldenEar line by a number of less-ex-
pensive loudspeakers, the Triton One is their new flagship: 
a 54"-tall tower whose cloth wrap conceals a powered, 
passive-radiator–loaded subwoofer system, two 5.25" 
midrange drivers, and, as RD describes it, “GoldenEar’s 
version of the famed Heil Air-Motion Transformer, called 
a High-Velocity Folded Ribbon tweeter.” Other distinc-
tions include a fully balanced crossover, the use of DSP 
in the active portions of said crossover, and a 1600W 
internal subwoofer amp. According to RD, the Triton One 
performed with little strain on music played at “impress-
your-friends levels,” but that was far from this pony’s only 
trick: “I could play the speakers at a low level and all the 
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music was still there.” He added, “the bass always tuneful 
and firm. In music that didn’t reach down into the deep 
bass, there was no midbass emphasis to give a false im-
pression that there was deep bass.” JA’s measurements 
confirmed the Triton One’s high sensitivity, but noted an 
impedance-phase angle sufficiently challenging that the 
user “will require a good 4 ohm–rated amplifier to drive 
the speaker to acceptably high levels.” In all, JA declared 
this latest GoldenEar to be “another finely engineered 
loudspeaker.” Borderline Class A. (Vol.38 No.2 WWW) 
KEF R700: $3599.98/PAIR

The middle model of KEF’s R series of British-designed, 
Chinese-made loudspeakers, the R700 is a 44.1"-tall 
floorstander in which a 5" coaxial Uni-Q driver is joined by 
a pair of 6.5" concave-cone woofers, all drive-units made 
of aluminum. The Uni-Q handles everything from 500Hz 
up, while the two woofers—which physically straddle 
the Uni-Q driver, D’Appolito-style, and are reflex-loaded 
with twin ports—are specified as 6dB down at 37Hz. TJN 
found it more daunting than usual to get the R700s to 
perform as specified in terms of bottom-end extension 
and smoothness, but eventually was rewarded with “full-
bodied and boom-free” bass, the extension of which sur-
prised him—although the very deepest tones and sound 
effects went missing. A “slight forwardness to voices” 
in most music characterized the R700s, coupled with a 
top-end “reticence” in which not every recording retained 
its natural sparkle: “The KEF R700s . . . leaned more to 
the forgiving than to the aggressive side, but were by no 
means dull.” Stereo imaging was “excellent.” In his mea-
surements, JA discovered the R700 to be less sensitive 
than claimed—87 rather than 89dB/W/m—but described 
the load as benign; beyond that, he found that the R700 
“demonstrates some excellent engineering expertise.” 
(Vol.37 No.9 WWW)
LINE MAGNETIC 755 I: $9000/SYSTEM ★

Made in China, the floorstanding 755 I uses a full-range, 
field-coil drive-unit and comes bundled with a pair of Line 
Magnetic PR-3 power supplies, each of which uses a 300B 
direct-heated triode tube as a voltage regulator. The 755 
I’s decidedly old-fashioned enclosure is made entirely of 
lightly damped plywood; stranded copper wire is used 
for both the interior signal leads and the two field-coil 
leads, the latter soldered to a separate connector on the 
speaker’s removable rear panel. Though it lacked treble 
extension, bass extension, and bass impact, the 755 I was 
“full of touch, impact, nuance, detail, and humanness,” 
said AD, but cautions “for special tastes only.” Placing the 
755 I on a 6"-tall stand resulted in increased bass exten-
sion and improved presence and tactility, said AD. (Vol.35 
Nos.9 & 11 WWW) 
MONITOR AUDIO SILVER 8: $2000/PAIR $$$

The British-designed, Chinese-made Monitor Silver 8 
is three-way floorstander using a 1" vented-diaphragm 
dome tweeter, a 4" midrange driver, and two 6" woof-
ers—all with diaphragms made of C-CAM, Monitor Au-
dio’s ceramic-coated aluminum-magnesium material. 
The MDF cabinet has separate chambers for the woofers, 
which are reflex-loaded. KR lauded the Silver 8 for having 
a “fit and finish that are probably impossible to achieve at 
the price without production in the Far East.” He also com-
mented on its midrange clarity, and a bottom end that, if 
not stygian, “was in good balance” and “remarkably solid 
and satisfying.” And as for spatial performance, multi-
channel enthusiast KR wrote, “I can’t say that listening in 
stereo via the Silver 8s was anything less than delightful.” 
According to JA’s measurements, “other than [a] slight 
excess of energy in the tweeter’s passband, the response 
is impressively even and flat.” He praised the Silver 8’s 
“superb measured performance at a very competitive 
price.” “The midrange is of reference quality,” adds KR. 
Black or White gloss finish adds $200/pair. (Vol.38 Nos.1 
& 11 WWW) 
NOLA METRO GRAND REFERENCE GOLD:

$33,000/PAIR

The floorstanding Metro Grand Reference Gold uses a pair 
of 6.5" SEAS magnesium-alloy woofers, each performing 
in its own rear-ported subchamber and sporting phase 
plugs in place of dustcaps. (The model name derives from 

the plugs’ gold plating, claimed to damp parasitic vibra-
tions.) The midrange and treble drivers—a 4" laminated 
cone and a Serbian-made aluminum-diaphragm ribbon, 
respectively—are fastened to an unenclosed extension of 
the front baffle. Copper-ribbon chokes and proprietary oil 
capacitors feature in the crossover, and the loudspeaker 
rests on a double-platform, ball-bearing isolation base, 
the bottom layer of which is spiked to the floor. JA noted 
a “generally polite, rather mellow balance” that “favored 
jazz and orchestral music over rock,” although “well-
recorded drums generally sounded excellent through the 
Nolas, with impressive impact and weight.” On the minus 
side, JA described a lack of midrange clarity with some 
recordings, and noted that cymbals and other instru-
ments often lacked air—an observation confirmed with 
dual-mono pink-noise tests. And: “At exactly 34Hz, the 
speaker shook—the rattle was due to the top part of the 
base sliding on the bearings and hitting the end stops.” 
JA’s measurements revealed uneven high-frequency 
performance at various listening heights and axes, and 
resonances in various elements of the cabinetry. His tests 
also suggested that the Metro Grand Reference Gold has 
lower sensitivity than specified, although it should other-
wise be “a relatively easy load for an amplifier to drive.” 
(Vol.37 No.11 WWW) 
PARADIGM PRESTIGE 95F: $4998/PAIR

The top model in Paradigm’s midprice Prestige series, the 
Canada-made 95F is a 2.5-way bass-reflex floorstander 
with a 1" aluminum-dome tweeter and no fewer than 
three 8" aluminum-cone woofers, one of which goes all 
the way up to 2kHz. (The other two venture no higher 
than 400Hz.) All drivers are proprietary, the tweeter be-
ing distinguished by a Perforated Phase Alignment (PPA) 
lens that appears, at first glance, to be a simple protec-
tive screen. The hefty (98 lbs) MDF enclosure rests on 
aluminum outriggers with adjustable feet; two pairs of 
binding posts are provided, to enable biwiring where de-
sired. Notwithstanding his initial concern over handing off 
a highish range of frequencies to an 8” driver, TJN “heard 
no consistent problems in the speaker’s upper midrange 
and low treble,” and went on to praise the 95F’s “tightly 
and consistently focused” imaging—though he added 
that “the 95F wasn’t particularly forgiving of overbright 
source material.” The speaker’s bass performance, TJN 
noted, may be best suited to larger-than-average rooms. 
JA’s tests uncovered some lively cabinet panels, slightly 
elevated tweeter output, wiggy response on the part of 
the highest-reaching woofer, and measurable differences 
between the left and right speakers. (Vol.39 No.1 WWW) 
PSB IMAGINE T2: $3498/PAIR

The Imagine T2 Tower is a slim (ca 41" H by 8" W by 13" D), 
five-way floorstander with a 1" ferrofluid-cooled, titanium-
done tweeter, a 4" clay/ceramic-filled polypropylene-cone 
midrange driver, and three 5.25" clay/ceramic-filled poly-
propylene-cone woofers, each with its own internal cham-
ber and rear-firing port. Handsomely finished in black ash, 
cherry, or walnut—High Gloss Black or High Gloss White 
add $352/pair—the MDF cabinet is teardrop-shaped in 
cross section to minimize internal reflections. The Imag-
ine T2’s well-balanced, coherent overall sound included a 
sweet treble, a clean midrange, excellent bass, and satis-
fying dynamics, said RD. “An excellent speaker that offers 
outstanding value,” he summed up. JA noted “a clean bill 
of measured health.” (Vol.36 No.11 WWW) 
REVEL PERFORMA3 F208: $5000/PAIR $$$

The new F208, from Revel’s Performa3 line, is a 
floorstanding three-way speaker with all aluminum driv-
ers: a 1" dome tweeter, 5.25" cone midrange, and two 8" 
cone woofers. The woofers are reflex-loaded through a 
front-mounted port with a removable resistive plug, while 
the tweeter fires through a newly designed, dispersion-
enhancing waveguide. Sensitivity and impedance are 
88.5dB/W/m and 8 ohms, respectively. The biwirable 
F208 includes two user controls: a tweeter-level control 
that works in 0.5dB increments, and a bass-contour 
switch with settings for Normal—for speakers positioned 
away from walls—and Boundary. EL was impressed with 
the fit and finish of the F208s, which are made in Indo-
nesia, and had no trouble optimizing them for his small 
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like “a moaning, wheezing pile of wood”—Falcon Acous-
tics’ BBC-licensed LS3/5a loudspeaker proved capable of 
delivering “expression, transparency, [and] tonal purity.” 
This true vintage reissue, created in part by the man who 
oversaw production of the KEF 127mm Bextrene-cone 
mid/woofer of the 1974 original, went so far as to make 
HR’s own ca 1985 Rogers LS3/5as “sound a tad drowsy 
and fuzzy” by comparison. In HR’s room, the Falcons 
loved low-powered amps—especially low-powered tube 
amps such as the 22Wpc Line Magnetic LM518IA—but 
turned up their noses at class-D amplification. In mea-
suring the Falcons, JA went to the well and compared his 
findings with measurements, made throughout his 30 
years at Stereophile’s helm, of earlier LS3/5a iterations. 
His verdict: Falcon Acoustics “has resisted the temptation 
to ‘improve’ the sound quality, but has also managed to 
re-create what made the speaker great in the first place.” 
(Vol.38 No.8 WWW) 
HARBETH SUPER HL5PLUS: $6695/PAIR 

(STANDS NECESSARY)

“Like the sturgeon, the hellbender, and the woodlouse, the 
Super HL5plus bears an unusually strong resemblance to 
its prehistoric ancestor.” Thus did AD put into context this 
most recent Harbeth: an update of the classic British box 
designed around two tweeters—a 1" aluminum dome and 
a 0.78" titanium dome—and a 7.8" mid/woofer whose 
cone is made from RADIAL2, the very latest version of 
Harbeth’s proprietary polymeric composite (and the rea-
son for the nominal plus). AD praised the stand-mounted 
Harbeth’s “easy clarity” and the good degree of touch and 
force with which it reproduced notes in the bass range. 
The Super HL5plus was, he said, “somewhat more mod-
ern sounding” than its immediate predecessors. JA noted 
the Harbeth’s intentionally lively enclosure, yet described 
the speaker’s measured performance as otherwise “be-
yond reproach.” (Vol.38 No.6 WWW) 
HARBETH P3ESR: $2095/PAIR ★

(STANDS NECESSARY)

The two-way, sealed-cabinet P3ESR stands just 12" tall 
and partners a 0.75" tweeter with a 5" woofer, the latter 
using Harbeth’s proprietary, patented Radial2 material 
for improved clarity and low-level resolution. Though re-
stricted in loudness and bass extension, the P3ESR had 
a slightly warm overall balance characterized by smooth 
highs, an uncolored midrange, and stable and accurate 
stereo imaging. “The Harbeth P3ESR is the best iteration 
yet from any manufacturer of the BBC LS3/5A minimoni-
tor concept,” concluded JA. Further evaluation by JA con-
firmed this speaker’s uncolored midrange, smooth highs, 
well-defined if somewhat lightweight lows, and coherent 
overall sound, even when driven to high levels. The littlest 
Harbeth also gets the strongest recommendation from 
JM. While its lack of low and midbass disqualified it for 
most rock and large-scale orchestral performances, felt 
BD, the Harbeth’s incredible midrange clarity and detail 
made it an outstanding choice for small, intimate works. 
Rosewood, Black Ash, Tiger Ebony, and Eucalyptus finish-
es add $200/pair. (Vol.33 Nos.8 & 10, Vol.34 No.7 WWW) 
POLK LSIM703: $1599/PAIR $$$ ★

(STANDS NECESSARY)

This three-way, bass-reflex, bookshelf loudspeaker mea-
sures 16.75" H by 8" W by 14.5" D, weighs 29.6 lbs, and 
uses a 1" ring-radiator tweeter, 3.25" foamed polypropyl-
ene-cone midrange, and a 6.5" foamed polypropylene-
cone woofer. The midrange driver is mounted above 
the tweeter in a system that Polk calls a Dynamic Sonic 
Engine, said to produce wide dispersion and clean tran-
sient response. The gorgeous MDF cabinets are available 
in real-wood cherry and mahogany veneers. Though its 
treble could sometimes sound a bit forward and loose, 
the LSi M703 had a lively, engaging sound with a detailed, 
uncolored midrange and a clean, authoritative bass, said 
BJR. JA noted superb measured performance. (Vol.35 
No.9 WWW) 
REVEL PERFORMA3 M106: $2000/PAIR 

(STANDS NECESSARY)

A two-way, reflex-loaded speaker intended to be bolted 
to a matching M stand ($500/pair), the M106 is from 
Revel’s Performa3 line of US-designed, Indonesian-made 

room, in which they sounded seamlessly coherent, with 
note fundamentals “in perfect balance with the formants 
and overtones” of choral music. EL welcomed the effec-
tiveness of the treble control, without which “the tweeter 
did very little to hide the flaws of bad recordings,” praised 
the untubby and well-extended bass, described the stereo 
imaging as “superb,” and lauded the Revel’s lack of com-
pression and apparent strain, pronouncing the F208 “my 
new benchmark for loudspeakers at this price.” Summing 
up his measurements, JA wrote, “In every way, this is text-
book loudspeaker design.” (Vol.37 No.7 WWW) 
SPENDOR SP100R2: $11,995/PAIR  

(STANDS NECESSARY)

The flagship of Spendor’s Classic line is a three-way, 
stand-mounted, reflex-ported design with a 0.8" fabric-
dome tweeter, 7" polymer-cone midrange, and 11.8" 
Bextrene-cone woofer. Its thin-walled, mildly resonant 
MDF cabinet has minimal internal bracing and damping. 
Careful placement was required to achieve optimal bass 
response. Though it lacked some bottom-end tightness 
and impact, the Spendor matched a warm tonal balance 
with excellent midrange detail and articulation, good 
transparency and presence, and stable soundstaging, 
said AD. JA’s measurements uncovered a number of high-
level resonances. (Vol.36 No.1 WWW) 
TEKTON DESIGN ENZO XL: $2100/PAIR $$$

With its three 1" ring-radiator tweeters, two 10" paper-
cone woofers, and two front-firing reflex ports, the 48"-
tall, US-made Tekton Enzo XL “pressurize[s] a lot more 
air than do most popular hi-fi loudspeakers,” according to 
HR: “There was something unique and extremely natural 
about the way the Tektons projected bass energy into the 
room.” HR also praised the Enzo XL for “piano tone, at-
tacks, and decays [that] were always quite good,” though 
he observed that it slightly lacked richness and substance 
compared to his ideal. JA’s measurements suggested that 
the speaker was less sensitive than specified—90.6dB 
vs 96.5dB—adding that, even so, the Enzo XL is still us-
ably more sensitive than average, not to mention easy to 
drive. “Its combination of high sensitivity and extended 
low frequencies is rare in speakers in this price class,” JA 
concluded. (Vol.38 No.4 WWW) 
VANDERSTEEN TREO: $6900/PAIR $$$ ★

The compact (43" H by 10" W by 15" D) Treo is a four-way, 
reflex-loaded floorstander with a 1" ceramic-coated alloy-
dome tweeter, 4.5" tri-woven composite midrange cone, 
6.5" tri-woven fiber-cone woofer, and 8" carbon-loaded 
cellulose-cone subwoofer. Like previous Vandersteen de-
signs, the Treo uses a combination of sloped-back driver 
array and first-order crossover to produce a time-coinci-
dent wavefront launch. A black cloth grille optimizes dif-
fraction and minimizes reflections of the high frequencies 
from the baffle edges. Though they could be ruthlessly 
revealing of overcooked modern recordings, the Treos 
offered excellent transparency, well-extended lows, and a 
clean, natural midrange, said JA, who noted respectable 
measured performance. (Vol.36 Nos.3 & 5 WWW) 
VIENNA ACOUSTICS BEETHOVEN  

BABY GRAND-SE: $6000/PAIR

The drivers in this three-way floorstander comprise a 
1.1" hand-coated silk-dome tweeter, a 6" midrange driver 
made of the company’s proprietary X3P polymer, and 
two 6” woofers made of the same transparent material, 
stiffened with the radial ribs that have become a Vienna 
Acoustics trademark. The crossover uses first- and sec-
ond-order filters at 150Hz and 2.3kHz, and at the rear of 
the enclosure, next to the reflex port, is a single pair of 
binding posts. In TJN’s generously sized listening room, 
the Beethoven Baby Grand Symphony Editions sounded 
“’open and airy’ . . . but not at all hard.” At the other end 
of the audioband, “bass seemed more subdued than 
smash-mouthed, but I never found it lacking.” Overall, 
listening to a variety of recordings through two different 
front ends, TJN found that the speaker’s “lively but always 
natural-sounding balance kept me listening to recordings 
long after I’d planned to move on to others.” In measuring 
the Viennas, JA found considerably lower sensitivity than 
the specified 91dB, and, despite a benign electrical phase-
angle curve, recommended use of a good 4-ohm–rated 

amp. He also found some wrinkles in the performance of 
the midrange driver, but observed that in this speaker’s 
“carefully balanced design,” the effects of those flaws are 
reduced by other factors. (Vol.38 No.1 WWW) 
WHARFEDALE JADE 7: $4199/PAIR

The largest speaker in Wharfedale’s Jade line, the 7 is a 
four-way floorstander with a 1" aluminum-dome tweeter, 
a 3" upper-midrange driver with an aluminum-pulp–com-
posite cone, a 6.5" lower-midrange with Accufibre cone, 
and two 8" woofers with Accufibre cones. The gracefully 
curved cabinet uses a modern version of the aperiodic 
loading developed by Wharfedale founder Gilbert Briggs 
and is made of Crystalam, a proprietary laminated sub-
stance designed to reduce panel vibrations and distribute 
resonances over a wider range. The Jade 7s produced a 
tonally neutral and well-balanced overall sound with ex-
cellent transparency, detail, soundstaging, and dynamics, 
said BD. “The Jade 7 is a speaker in the classic tradition 
of Wharfedale,” he concluded. “It is rare to find even an 
expensive speaker that measures as well as this,” praised 
JA. Add $800 for Piano Gloss Black finish. (Vol.36 No.5 
WWW)

B (RESTRICTED LF)

CANALIS ANIMA: $3250/PAIR ★

(STANDS NECESSARY)

Designed by Joachim Gerhard, the Anima is a stand-
mounted, rear-ported, two-way speaker with an at-
tractive enclosure of bamboo plywood. It has a 0.75" 
metal-dome tweeter and a 5" anodized aluminum-cone 
woofer. Driven by AVM’s Evolution C8 CD receiver, the 
Anima produced clean, clear sound with a natural sense 
of space, sophisticated tonal color, and good momentum 
and flow, said JM. Placing the Animas on their matching 
stands ($1500/pair) produced greater bass extension, a 
bigger soundstage, and better integration of the woofer 
and tweeter outputs. The Anima’s slightly hot tweeter will 
make it a better match for mellow-sounding electronics, 
JA advised. Anima stands are $1500/pair. (Original ver-
sion, Vol.30 No.7 WWW; Vol.36 Nos.2 & 3; also see MF’s 
Marantz review in Vol.33 No.4) 
DYNAUDIO EXCITE X14: $1299/PAIR  

(STANDS NECESSARY)

Descended from Dynaudio’s Excite X12, itself a “Recom-
mended Components” stalwart, the Excite X14 is a small-
ish (11.2" tall) two-way stand-mounter with a reflex port at 
the rear. Compared with its predecessor, the X14 boasts a 
redesigned 5.7" woofer, a more advanced coating for its 1” 
fabric-dome tweeter, a new crossover, and a refinement of 
its port tuning. The late BJR praised the X14 for a treble 
range that was “cleaner and more articulate in high-level 
passages” than its predecessor’s, and noted that he was 
“very impressed with the Excite X14’s bass performance 
throughout a wide range of recordings.” The verdict: “Dy-
naudio has taken all of the aspects of the Excite X12 that I 
liked and improved them across the board,” creating in the 
process BJR’s “new favorite bookshelf loudspeaker for un-
der $2000.” In his measurements, JA confirmed that the 
X14 is easier to drive than the X12, and pronounced the 
new model “a well-engineered design.” For his part, HR de-
scribed the speaker’s sound as “sober precision,” noting 
that, through the X14s, “the bass is taut, fast, and detailed; 
the midrange lacks a bit of color and plushness; high fre-
quencies are beautifully articulated, and never too wet or 
too dry.” The Dynaudio Excite X14 is also available in ac-
tive form as the Excite X14A ($2000/pair), wherein each 
driver gets its own internal 50W class-D amplifier. On its 
rear panel are EQ switches for adjusting bass, midrange, 
and, you guessed it, treble, plus a switchable high-pass 
filter for those who want to use the X14A with a subwoofer. 
With a Mytek Stereo192-DSD DAC as his source compo-
nent, ML found the self-powered Dynaudios “excellent 
all around, throwing out an all-encompassingly rich and 
physical sound.” (Vol.37 No.10, Vol.38 No.9, Vol.39 No.2 
WWW) 
FALCON ACOUSTICS LS3/5A: $2195/PAIR 

(STANDS NECESSARY)

In contrast to a typical ultradamped, ultraheavy, ultrabig 
speaker—which, according to HR, can sound an awful lot 
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A two-way loudspeaker with three active drivers and four 
passive radiators, the Triton Five is the second-least-ex-
pensive model in GoldenEar’s Triton line of floorstanders. 
Centered in a D’Appolito configuration at the top of this 
tower is the company’s Oskar Heil–inspired High Veloc-
ity Folded Ribbon (HVFR) tweeter, straddled by two 6" 
cone woofers that are reflex loaded not by a port but by 
four side-mounded 8" passive diaphragms. The Triton 
Five’s enclosure is otherwise a sealed box, covered with a 
stretched polyester sock. According to HR, the Triton Five 
was “a perfect match” with his Line Magnetic LM-518IA 
integrated amp, and although the very smooth-sounding 
GoldenEar didn’t deliver the punch, sparkle, or flesh and 
blood of the more expensive DeVore Fidelity Orangutan 
O/93, it earned praise for re-creating “big, open, fully 
constituted” spaces. According to HR, even when heard 
to its worst advantage, the Triton Five “sounded beauti-
ful but kind of soft and accommodating.” Notably, JA’s 
measurements revealed the Triton Five to be even more 
sensitive than specified—90.8dB vs the 90dB quoted by 
GoldenEar—and otherwise confirmed the speaker’s “ex-
cellent measured performance at an affordable price.” 
(Vol.38 No.12 WWW) 
WHARFEDALE DIAMOND 10.7: $1299/PAIR ★

Available in three handsome finishes (Blackwood, Cin-
namon Cherry, Quilted Rosewood), the Diamond 10.7 is a 
compact (37.6" H by 8.7" W by 11.7" D) three-way, reflex-
loaded floorstander. Its cabinet has curved sidewalls and 
a piano-black front baffle on which are mounted the four 
drive-units: a 1" soft-dome tweeter, a 2" dome midrange 
unit, and two 6.5" woven-Kevlar cone woofers. Though 
it lacked some high-frequency detail and extension, the 
Diamond 10.7 had a warm, rich midrange and deep, natu-
ral bass that made music especially involving, said BJR. 
“The Diamond 10.7 is an impressive speaker that provides 
many of the attributes of pricier floorstanders in an at-
tractive, small-footprint cabinet at an accessible price,” 
he concluded. Similarly, JA noted “excellent measured 
performance for the price.” (Vol.36 No.10 WWW) 

C (RESTRICTED LF)

ADAM AUDIO A3X ACTIVE: $658/PAIR  

(STANDS NECESSARY)

From the pro-audio line of ADAM Audio GmbH comes the 
A3X active loudspeaker, a front-ported reflex design that 
uses a 4.5" carbon-fiber mid/woofer alongside ADAM’s 
proprietary X-ART (for eXtended Accelerating Ribbon 
Technology) tweeter, the latter based on the famous 
(among audiophiles) Heil air-motion transformer. Each 
driver has its own dedicated 25W class-A/B amplifier, 
and both RCA and XLR inputs are provided on the rear 
panel of the enclosure, which ML described as “ruggedly 
handsome.” He was especially impressed with the AD-
AMs’ “excellent dispersion characteristics” when used 
with his PonoPlayer, noting that the A3Xes “were capable 
of sounding as if the music they were playing was being 
made directly inside my head—like headphones, only bet-
ter.” (Vol.38 No.9 WWW) 
ATC SCM7 V.3: $1749/PAIR  

(STANDS NECESSARY)

ATC’s entry-level model is a small (11.8" H by 7.9" W by 9" 
D), two-way, stand-mounted speaker with a 1" soft-dome 
tweeter and a 5" mid/woofer. Unlike previous ATC models, 
the SCM v.3 has side panels that curve toward the rear, 
and its drivers are now flush-mounted in a fully veneered 
front panel. The sealed cabinet is available in handsome 
cherry and black-ash veneers. Claimed specifications in-
clude a lowish 84dB sensitivity and a flat nominal imped-
ance of 8 ohms. Though it lacked low-end impact and res-
olution, the SCM v.3 produced an engaging overall sound 
marked by pinpoint imaging, excellent detail retrieval, and 
well-extended highs, said JM. On the bench, JA observed 
sensitivity even lower than that specified by ATC: 82 vs 
84dB/2.83V/m, redeemed somewhat by impedance and 
electrical phase-angle curves that describe a benign load. 
JA was impressed by the SCM7 v.3’s measured perfor-
mance overall, noting that this British minimonitor “will 
sound best when the listener sits relatively close to it.” 
(Vol.37 Nos.2 & 4 WWW) 

speakers. Its drive-units are a 1" aluminum-dome tweeter 
fitted with a waveguide said to improve dispersion above 
8kHz—thus smoothing its frequency response and adding 
to the M106’s detail resolution and spaciousness—and a 
reflex-loaded, 6.5" aluminum-cone mid/woofer. BJR: “The 
M106’s stiff enclosure has its curved side panels formed 
from contiguous wood layers and is stiffened with stra-
tegically oriented bracing,” and “the speaker’s rear-firing 
port has identical flares at both ends”—to minimize com-
pression and noise, of course. BJR said of the M106, “Its 
strengths impressed me across the board, especially for 
a speaker of its size and price,” noting in particular the 
Revel’s superb ability to articulate transients, its fine up-
per-bass clarity, and its low-bass forcefulness: “I found the 
speaker’s bottom end impressive for a bookshelf model 
of its size.” In addition to observing that “an amplifier or 
receiver rated at 4 ohms would probably work best with 
this speaker,” JA noted “excellent measured performance 
that in turn reveals inspired audio engineering.” Later in 
2014, JA brought home the review pair, and compared 
them with a pair of the well-regarded KEF LS50: “[The] 
M106es did a little better when it came to separating the 
strands in [a] dense mix . . . [but] as much as I appreciated 
the Revel’s transparency to recorded detail, its treble was 
a little unforgiving.” But JA, whose room is not at all over-
damped, then added: “In rooms that are larger than mine 
and/or more damped in the treble . . . the Revel M106’s 
treble would tend to sound in better balance with the mid-
range.” (Vol.37 No.9, Vol.38 No.1 WWW) 
SONUS FABER VENERE 2.5: $2498/PAIR

Beautifully finished in black or white lacquer, the Venere 
2.5 is a compact (43.2" H by 13.3" W by 17" D), 2.5-way, 
reflex-loaded design with a 1.1" fabric-dome tweeter, a 7" 
Curv-cone mid/woofer, and a 7" Curv-cone woofer. The 
cabinet’s sidewalls curve around to meet a very narrow 
rear panel just wide enough to accommodate a staggered 
array of four multiway terminals; the cabinet sits on a 
thick glass base plate that accepts four substantial spikes, 
the front pair nearly an inch longer than the rear, so that 
the entire cabinet tilts back to align the tweeter with the 
deeper woofer diaphragms. The sound was spacious, re-
laxed, and well balanced overall, with detailed mids and 
highs and a rich lower midrange, said KR. “The Venere 2.5 
is not only provocatively sexy in appearance; it delivers,” 
he concluded. The Venere 2.5 exhibited an exaggerated 
midbass on the test bench, but offered “respectable mea-
sured performance” overall, said JA. Add $500 for walnut 
wood finish. (Vol.36 No.11 WWW) 
SPENDOR S3/5R2: $1595/PAIR ★

(STANDS NECESSARY)

This updated version of Spendor’s Classic S3/5se is a 
small (11.9" H by 6.4" W by 7.4" D), two-way, sealed-box 
design with a 5.5" polymer-cone woofer crossed over to a 
0.9" soft-dome tweeter at a very high 4.2kHz. The S3/5R2

lacked low-bass extension and had limited high-level dy-
namics, but offered an exceptionally clear and coherent 
sound, with delicate highs, well-articulated transients, 
and musical bass, said BJR. Although it didn’t perform 
appreciably better than the S3/5se, the S3/5R2 neverthe-
less offered respectable measured performance, said JA. 
(Vol.36 No.3 WWW) 
STIRLING BROADCAST LS3/6: $4995/PAIR $$$ 

(STANDS NECESSARY)

Derived from the legendary Spendor BC1, Stirling’s BBC 
LS3/6 is a three-way, reflex-loaded, stand-mounted loud-
speaker with a 0.75" polymer-dome supertweeter, a 1" 
fabric-dome tweeter, and an 8.6" polymer-cone woofer. 
The speaker’s cabinet measures 25" H by 11.75" W by 
11.75" D, is available in cherry and walnut real-wood ve-
neers (rosewood, ebony, and Zebrano add $360/pair), 
and is built from three different types of board: 5/8"-thick 
MDF for the rear panel, 3/8"-thick MDF for the baffle, and 
3/8"-thick birch plywood for the remainder. Though it 
lacked some physicality, bass extension, and overall im-
pact, the LS3/6 produced a natural, compelling sound, 
with a good sense of space and an especially warm, rich, 
textured midrange, said AD: “Heartily recommended.” 
Open-frame hardwood stands, made by Resonant Woods, 
add $399/pair. (Vol.37 No.3 WWW) 

STIRLING BROADCAST SB-88: $3895/PAIR 

(STANDS NECESSARY)

The SB-88 is a two-way, stand-mounted loudspeaker with 
a 1" soft-dome tweeter and an 8" polypropylene woofer. 
It uses the traditional BBC thin-walled, internally braced 
cabinet, but with its front and rear panels glued rather 
than screwed on. With a convincing soundstage and a 
sound that was laid-back, sweet, and honest, the SB-88 
always drew ST deep into the music. “The SB-88s don’t 
wow me,” he said. “They comfort me.” Price is for cherry 
finish; ebony, rosewood, and zebrawood finishes add 
$400/pair. (Vol.37 No.2) 
WHARFEDALE JADE 3: $1499/PAIR  

(STANDS NECESSARY)

The three-way Jade 3 uses a 6.5" woofer made of a pro-
prietary glass-fiber/carbon-fiber matrix; a 3" midrange 
driver of the same material, sandwiched with a thin layer 
of aluminum; and a 1" aluminum-dome tweeter in a sealed 
particleboard-and-plywood cabinet with curved sides and 
a claimed fundamental bass resonance of 44Hz. Used 
atop their purpose-made stands ($599/pair), the Jade 3s 
impressed BJR in virtually every aspect of performance: 
“With every recording I tried, I could find nothing to criti-
cize in the areas of tonal balance, detail resolution, sound-
staging, transient articulation, or dynamic range.” JA’s 
measurements uncovered a sensitivity of 83.5dB—lower 
than the specified 86dB—but a “generally benign elec-
trical phase angle.” Apart from a primary tweeter-dome 
resonance peak that might be audible to younger listen-
ers, JA praised the Wharfedale’s “excellent measured 
performance.” BJR gets the last 11 words: “Wharfedale’s 
flawless—and remarkable—Jade 3 punches way beyond 
its price.” Dedicated stands add $599/pair. (Vol.38 No.1 
WWW) 
WILSON BENESCH SERIES II SQUARE ONE:

$5195/PAIR (INCLUDING STANDS)

The luxuriously finished Series II Square One—JM’s re-
view samples, the fit and finish of which he described as 
“second to none,” were clad in Ebonized Walnut Gloss—is 
a two-way loudspeaker whose 1" soft-dome tweeter and 
7" midbass driver are augmented with a 7" rear-mounted 
passive radiator and two bottom-mounted vents; dedi-
cated stands accommodate the latter via metal standoffs 
that nonetheless hold the enclosure rigidly in place. The 
claimed sensitivity is 87dB, with impedances of 6 ohms 
nominal and 4 ohms minimum, and bass extension down 
to 45Hz. JM confirmed that last spec, noting performance 
in his room down to 44.1Hz: “very impressive for a speaker 
with an internal volume of only 10 liters.” He also praised 
the Square Ones for “remarkable depth of soundstage” 
and “exemplary” clarity on piano, and concluded that the 
speaker “absolutely deserves a very high Class B (Re-
stricted LF) rating.” In measurements conducted for his 
Follow-Up report, JA found a sensitivity only slightly less 
than spec, plus “well-controlled horizontal dispersion, 
and clean decay in the treble.” But he also uncovered a 
response peak between 3 and 7kHz, and suggested that 
the Series II Square One will sound best when the listen-
er’s ears are between 5° and 10° below the tweeter axis. 
(Vol.38 Nos. 8 & 9 WWW) 

C (FULL-RANGE)
GOLDENEAR TECHNOLOGY TRITON TWO+:

$3499.99/PAIR $$$ ★

Designed by industry veteran Sandy Gross and his 
team, and made in China, the Triton Two is a three-way 
floorstander with a unique array of drive-units: a High-
Velocity Folded Ribbon tweeter, two 4.5" midrange 
cones, two 7" by 10" passive radiators, and two 5" by 9" 
cone woofers powered by a 1200W class-D amplifier. The 
speaker’s slim cabinet is made of high-density Medite, 
features a separate subenclosure for the midrange driv-
ers, and is covered in black cloth. Though it exhibited 
some box colorations when pushed too loud, the Triton 
Two offered sweet, detailed highs, an uncolored midrange, 
well-extended lows, and excellent dynamics, said RD. 
(Vol.35 Nos.2 & 10 WWW) 
GOLDENEAR TECHNOLOGY TRITON FIVE:

$1999.98/PAIR
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AUDIENCE CLAIRAUDIENT THE ONE: $995/PAIR 

(STANDS NECESSARY)

The ClairAudient The One is a very small (7" H by 5.5" W 
by 7" D) desktop speaker with a single 3” titanium-alloy 
drive-unit loaded by a 4" rear-mounted passive radiator. 
It has a single pair of binding posts and is internally wired 
with Audience’s Ohno continuous-cast monocrystal wire. 
Though they lacked ultimate bass extension and couldn’t 
go very loud when used in free space, the Ones had a re-
vealing and involving overall sound, with superb resolution 
of detail, excellent dynamic contrasts, and subtle articula-
tion of transients, said BJR. To achieve the most neutral 
balance, the speaker should be used in close proximity 
to a boundary, such as a desktop, advised JA. Class B, 
recommended BJR; JA demurs, feeling Class C is more 
appropriate. Matching stands add $75/pair. (Vol.36 No.9 
WWW) 
AUDIOENGINE 5+: $399/PAIR $$$ ★

(STANDS NECESSARY)

The Audioengine 5 powered speakers come packed in at-
tractive cloth drawstring bags, and include several conve-
nient accessories: an AC power cable, miniplug intercon-
nects in length of 2m, an RCA cable (2m), a 3.75m length 
of simple speaker cable, and a remote control. Each A5 
cabinet is made of 25mm-thick MDF, measures 10" H by 
7" W by 7.75" D, and houses a 20mm silk-dome tweeter 
and a 5" Kevlar-cone woofer. The left speaker enclosure 
contains a 50Wpc dual class-AB monolithic amplifier, as 
well as the power button, volume knob, iPod charging 
port, and IR window for the remote. Compared to the PSB 
Alpha B1, the Audioengine lacked some high-frequency 
detail and delicacy, but offered outstanding bass control, 
transparency, and drama, said SM. Price is for satin black 
and high-gloss white finishes; bamboo adds $70. (Vol.34 
No.5 WWW) 
DALI ZENSOR 1: $495/PAIR $$$ ★

(STANDS NECESSARY)

The Zensor 1 is a very small (10.7" H by 6.3" W by 8.6"D), 
two-way, rear-ported bookshelf design with a 25mm fab-
ric-dome tweeter and a 5.25" pulp-cone woofer. Its MDF 
cabinet is available in light-walnut or black-ash vinyl; the 
front baffle is finished in high-gloss black or white lacquer. 
Though the Zensor 1’s upper bass was sometimes “a bit 
thumpy,” the speaker’s overall sound was surprisingly de-
tailed and natural, with sophisticated highs, a rich, warm 
midrange, and a remarkable sense of pacing, said BJR. 
“This attractive little baby sets a new benchmark in its 
class,” he concluded. JA noted impressive measured per-
formance. (Vol.35 No.7 WWW) 
ELAC DEBUT B6: $229.99/PAIR $$$  

(STANDS NECESSARY)

Provisional rating. See HR’s review in this issue. 
EMOTIVA AUDIO PRO AIRMOTIV 4S: $299/PAIR 

$$$ (STANDS NECESSARY)

Designed in the US, made in China, and sold direct from 
the manufacturer, the Emotiva Pro Airmotiv 4s was de-
signed for pro-audio applications—the plain-gray styling 
is a giveaway. This two-way, reflex-loaded, self-biamplified 
loudspeaker stands only 9.25" high and weighs slightly 
more than two bags of sugar. Its tweeter is a 1" by 1.25" 
ribbon, its woofer a 4" plastic-composite cone, its internal 
electronics a pair of 25W class-A/B amplifiers with toroi-
dal transformers and good-quality parts. RJR pressed the 
Pro Airmotiv 4s into domestic service on a pair of 24"-
high stands and was impressed. He praised the Emotiva’s 
“dead-pure midrange,” the “clarity, extension, and [lack 
of] coloration” in its trebles, and the “pounding clarity” of 
its “amaz[ingly]” well-extended bass range—and bought 
the review pair. In his measurements, JA pointed to the 
Pro Airmotiv’s “smooth, even” farfield response and “im-
pressively clean” cumulative spectral-decay plot. (Vol.38 
No.4 WWW) 
GOLDENEAR TECHNOLOGY AON 2: $799.98/

PAIR $$$ (STANDS NECESSARY)

This small (12" H by 8" W by 10" D) two-way, stand-mount-
ed loudspeaker has an unusual driver complement: a 
1.06" by 1.31" High-Velocity Folded Ribbon tweeter, a 6" 
polypropylene-cone woofer, and two 6.5" side-mounted 
planar passive radiators. The cabinet is a truncated pyra-

ite jazz recordings—although the PC60 CAs were not shy 
about communicating the upper-midrange/lower-treble 
flaws of some recordings. Apart from uncovering a reso-
nance problem in the speaker’s crossover region that may 
contribute to its lack of grace with bright recordings, JA 
declared the PC60 CA “a well-engineered little speaker.” 
(Vol.37 No.7 WWW) 
SONUS FABER VENERE 1.5: $1198/PAIR 

(STANDS NECESSARY)

The Venere 1.5 is a two-way, front-vented, biwirable book-
shelf speaker measuring 15.4" H by 8" W by 11.7" D and 
weighing 13.2 lbs. It uses a 1.25" silk-dome tweeter with 
a conical waveguide and a 6" Curv-cone mid/woofer. Like 
the larger Venere 2.5, the 1.5 has a beautifully finished, 
internally braced cabinet whose sidewalls curve around 
to meet a very narrow rear panel just wide enough to ac-
commodate a staggered array of four multiway terminals. 
Though it lacked high-frequency sparkle and exhibited a 
slightly elevated upper bass, the Venere 1.5 produced a 
natural, dynamic, and involving overall sound, with a de-
tailed midrange and delicate highs, said BJR. Price is for 
black or white high-gloss lacquer finish; real-wood walnut 
veneer adds $300/pair. Matching stands add $398/pair. 
Borderline Class B overall. (Vol.37 No.1 WWW) 
TANNOY REVEAL 402: $560/PAIR  

(STANDS NECESSARY)

The Tannoy Reveal 402 active loudspeaker mates a 4" 
high-sensitivity mid/woofer with a 3/4" soft-dome tweet-
er—the latter nominally warranted as “Poke-Resistant”—
for a claimed frequency response of 56Hz–48kHz. Each 
lucky driver gets its own internal 25W amplifier, and the 
lucky owner gets a volume control, adjustable EQ settings, 
a minijack for use with a portable music player, and RCA 
and XLR input jacks. When fed from the similarly inex-
pensive iFi nano iDSD DAC, the Tannoys impressed ML as 
“damn fun to listen to.” (Vol.38 No.9 WWW) 

D

APERION VERUS GRAND BOOKSHELF:

$699/PAIR ★ (STANDS NECESSARY)

The Verus Grand Bookshelf is a two-way, bass-reflex, 
stand-mounted design with a 1" silk-dome tweeter and 
a 5" woven-Kevlar woofer with an aluminum phase plug. 
The beautifully finished cabinet features curved side pan-
els and internal bracing to minimize standing waves. Fit 
and finish were outstanding. Though it lacked some high-
level dynamic slam, the Aperion offered a well-balanced 
overall sound with airy highs, a detailed midrange, clean 
bass, and good sense of space, said BJR. JA noted superb 
measured performance. All Aperion products are offered 
with a 30-day money-back guarantee, free shipping, a 
10-year warranty, and a trade-in program. (Vol.36 No.1 
WWW) 
AUDIOENGINE A2+: $249/PAIR $$$  

(STANDS NECESSARY)

At the end of 2013, Audioengine replaced the A2 ($199/
pair) with the A2+, the only apparent differences being 
that the latter costs $50/pair more and, per JA, “adds to 
the left, master speaker a USB 1.1 input for digital audio 
and a pair of output jacks, used to feed an unfiltered, un-
equalized signal to the subwoofer(s).” JA compared the 
new speaker with its predecessor, confirmed that they 
sounded “identical,” and added, “I was impressed by how 
well these tiny speakers managed to fill my listening room 
with sound.” His new measurements noted that “the A2+’s 
farfield response . . . is identical to the A2’s.” He concluded, 
“A heck of a speaker at a heck of a price!” (Vol.37 No.9, 
Vol.38 No.4 WWW) 
DEFINITIVE TECHNOLOGY STUDIO MONITOR 

55: $598/PAIR ★ (STANDS NECESSARY)

This two-way, biwirable, stand-mounted design uses a 1" 
aluminum-dome tweeter, a 6.5" BDSS cast-basket mid/
woofer, and, instead of a reflex port, an unusual top-firing, 
6" by 10" passive radiator. Fit and finish were superb. The 
SM55 lacked high-frequency delicacy and sophistication 
but produced a clean midrange, well-defined midbass, 
and outstanding high-level dynamics, said BJR. Though 
its test-bench results indicated weighty low frequencies 
for a bookshelf model, the SM55 was not as well balanced 

mid with a wraparound black grillecloth and a piano-gloss 
black topcap. Though it lacked some bottom-end slam, 
the Aon 2 had a coherent overall sound, with clean, well-
extended highs, lightning-fast transients, and a warm, rich 
midrange, said BJR. “GoldenEar has produced a stunning 
achievement in the Aon 2, with strengths that are unusual 
for a bookshelf speaker of this size and price,” he con-
cluded. The Aon 2 revealed an upper-midrange peak on 
the test bench, but otherwise measured well for its price, 
said JA. (Vol.36 No.11 WWW) 
MAGNEPAN MAGNEPLANAR .7: $1400/PAIR $$$

Magnepan’s Magneplanar .7 planar-magnetic or “quasi-
ribbon” loudspeaker is a two-way panel design that mea-
sures just over 54" high and 15" wide. The manufacturer’s 
specs include a 4-ohm nominal impedance, sensitivity of 
86dB, and bass extension down to 45Hz. Used on their 
own, especially when driven by Rogue Audio’s 100Wpc 
Sphinx integrated amplifier ($1295), the .7s delighted HR 
with their “microdetail, transient attack, transparency, 
and soundstaging,” but could also sound “a little bass shy.” 
But when augmented with a pair of Magnepan’s DWM 
bass panels ($795 each), the combination of .7 speakers 
and Sphinx amp delivered “disarmingly big, robust, vivid, 
and extremely tactile” sound with plentiful, “authenti-
cally toned” bass. “These Maggies did slam,” HR declared, 
adding that he’d never enjoyed Led Zeppelin II more than 
through this system. Class B, felt HR; Class C decided JA. 
(Vol.38 No.8 WWW) 
MOREL OCTAVE 6 LIMITED EDITION:

$2799/PAIR (STANDS NECESSARY)

In the bookshelf version reviewed by HR—the speaker is 
also available as a floorstander—the Octave 6 is a reflex-
loaded two-way design in a polymer-coated MDF box 
standing just under 1' high. Its proprietary drivers, built 
in-house at the Morel factory in Israel, are a 1 1/8" Acuflex 
soft-dome tweeter and a 6" mid/woofer with a polypropyl-
ene cone. HR found that “the Octave 6 had a special way 
with singers and songs.” Listening to a recording of Gre-
gorian chants, HR noted that, “With the Morels, the adult 
singers’ maleness was delivered with a lush, saturated 
tone,” and added that the Octave 6 reproduced the natural 
reverberation of the room’s acoustic “with striking clarity.” 
On the downside, HR described how other speakers of the 
same size and somewhat lower price were more accurate 
in their bass reproduction, replacing the Morel’s “loosey-
goosey with tight and tasty.” JA reported that the Octave 
6 was less sensitive than specified—85.1dB vs 88dB—and 
that the bass extension as less than specified. He also 
noted some high-Q port resonances and a response peak 
at the top of the midrange. (Vol.39 No.2 WWW) 
OPERA MEZZA 2012: $1500/PAIR  

(STANDS NECESSARY)

Made in Italy, the Opera Mezza 2012 is an attractive two-
way minimonitor with wood-veneered side panels and a 
faux-leather front baffle. It uses a 5.5" treated-paper-cone 
mid/woofer from SEAS and a 1" Scan-Speak soft-dome 
tweeter. Though it seemed to struggle a bit with large-
scale music played at high volumes, the Mezza 2012 com-
bined a sweet midrange with a crisply articulated treble 
for a sound that best complemented chamber music and 
small-group jazz, said ST. (Vol.36 No.5) 
PHASE TECHNOLOGY PC60 CA: $1400/PAIR ★

(STANDS NECESSARY)

A reissue, with new drivers and crossovers, of Phase 
Technology’s classic PC-60 of the 1980s, the PC60 CA 
is a small (13.25" H) sealed-box loudspeaker with a 1" 
soft-dome tweeter and a 6.5" solid-piston woofer made 
from a trilaminate of Kevlar, glass fiber, and a material the 
company refers to as RPF. The PC60 CA’s sensitivity and 
impedance are respectively specified as 87dB/W/m and 
4 ohms, and the center frequency of its Absolute Phase 
Crossover—a design intended to preserve the drivers’ 
optimum dispersion characteristics—is 2kHz. Used atop 
BJR’s sand- and lead-shot–loaded Celestion Si stands, 
the Phase Techs impressed him with their “flawless ar-
ticulation of transients,” their “ability to render hall sound 
and high-level dynamic contrasts without strain,” and 
a degree of “transparency in the lower midrange [that] 
made [them] a natural showcase” for some of his favor-
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overall as the smaller and more affordable SM45, felt JA. 
(Vol.35 No.11 WWW) 
DEFINITIVE TECHNOLOGY STUDIO MONITOR 
45: $398/PAIR ★ (STANDS NECESSARY)
Made in China, the two-way, rear-ported 45 is the smallest 
and least expensive model in DefTech’s revamped Studio-
Monitor series. It measures 11.7" H by 6.75" W by 11.7" D 
and has a 1" aluminum-dome tweeter and a 5.25" mid/
woofer, the latter utilizing DefTech’s new Linear Response 
Waveguide for wide dispersion and smooth off-axis fre-
quency response. The matte-black wood-grain enclosure 
has tapered side panels and a contoured, high-gloss baffle 
to minimize diffraction. Fit and finish were outstanding. 
Though they lacked some bass weight and impact, the 
DefTechs combined natural transient articulation, well-
controlled lows, impressive dynamics, and stable stereo 
imaging for a compelling listening experience, said SM. 
High Class D, bordering on Class C. Other than its lively 
enclosure and two very strong port resonances, at 700 
and 910Hz, the SM 45 measured very well for an inexpen-
sive speaker, said JA. (Vol.35 Nos.8 & 10 WWW) 
PIONEER SP-BS22-LR: $129.99/PAIR $$$ 
(STANDS NECESSARY)
The SP-BS22-LR is a two-way, bass-reflex bookshelf 
model with a 1" soft-dome tweeter, a 4" woofer with a 
structured-surface cone, and a sophisticated six-element 
crossover network. Its cabinet has gently curved sidewalls 
and is finished in black wood-grain vinyl. The Pioneers 
lacked some extension on top and bottom, but had a 
rich midrange and exhibited excellent detail resolution, 
transient articulation, and reproduction of ambience, 
said BJR. Compared with the Music Hall Marimbas, the 
Pioneers produced fleshier images and smoother, gentler 
highs; compared with the PSB Alpha B1s, the Pioneers 
were more transparent and had better image focus but 
lacked some bass impact, said SM. (Vol.36 Nos.7 & 9 WWW) 
PSB ALPHA B1: $299/PAIR $$$ ★
(STANDS NECESSARY)
The unassuming B1, the latest version of PSB’s best-
selling Alpha speaker, has molded plastic front and rear 
baffles connected by an MDF sleeve, and combines a 
51/4", injection-molded, polypropylene-cone woofer with 
a 3/4" ferrofluid-cooled, aluminum-dome tweeter, both 
sourced from India. Low-bass extension was limited, and 
the speaker’s otherwise clean, clear bass tone became 
muddied at very high volumes. Though high frequencies 
were slightly veiled, the B1’s midrange was superb. JA was 
most impressed by the Alpha’s talent for orchestral mu-
sic: “If you are a classical-music lover with a small room 
and an equally small budget, a pair of PSB’s Alpha B1s is 
just what you need. Extraordinary value.” Though the B1s 
lent more drama to bass and drums, they couldn’t quite 
match the Paradigm Atom v.5’s treble performance, felt 
WP. JA feels the PSB’s treble to be more naturally bal-
anced, however. One of SM’s long-term references. Com-
pared to the Wharfedale Diamond 10.1, the PSBs exhibited 
a more forward balance, occasional brightness in the mid-
treble, grittier brass textures, and a slight lack of overall 
clarity, found SM. (Vol.30 Nos.5 & 9, Vol.34 No.4 WWW) 
PSB ALPHA PS1: $299/PAIR
The Alpha PS1 is a small (8" H by 4.5" W by 7" D), two-way, 
powered desktop loudspeaker with an attractive gloss-
black cabinet. It has a 0.75" aluminum-dome tweeter and 
a 3.5" metallized polypropylene-cone woofer with an over-
sized magnet and rubber surround; a slotted rear port is 
tuned for enhanced bass response. The left-channel 
speaker contains a 20Wpc amplifier and provides several 
useful connections: a single pair of RCA inputs, a 3.5mm 
Aux input, a subwoofer output, a 5V USB power port for 
charging mobile devices or powering a WiFi dongle, and a 
24V DC input. The PS1s produced a surprisingly large and 
full-bodied sound, with clean highs and an open, uncol-
ored midrange, said SM, who bought the review samples. 
(Vol.36 No.7 WWW) 
SJÖFN HIFI (THE CLUE): $999/PAIR  
(STANDS NECESSARY)
A perennial attraction at audio shows, Sjöfn’s idiosyn-
cratic The Clue is a small, stand-mounted, reflex-loaded 
speaker designed to be placed near room boundaries. It 

has a 0.875" silk-dome tweeter and a 5.5" plastic-cone 
woofer, and boasts a sensitivity of 87dB/W/m and a nomi-
nal impedance of 6 ohms. Stands ranging in height from 
19" to 22" are recommended. HR auditioned a variety of 
records through the Sjöfns, and had strong praise for 
their “smooth and seamless” upper mids and lower treble 
range: Their speed and definition were impressive. But an 
apparent discontinuity in The Clue’s upper-bass response 
resulted in a lack of weight and body in many vocal and 
instrumental sounds. In the end, HR expressed frustra-
tion: “I couldn’t find a way to really enjoy my listening 
time while The Clues were in the system.” JA’s measure-
ments confirmed the speaker’s specified sensitivity, but 
suggested that The Clue’s nominal impedance went a bit 
lower than 6 ohms. (Vol.38 No.1 WWW) 
TANNOY MERCURY V1: $382/PAIR ★
(STANDS NECESSARY)
Designed in the UK and made in China, the two-way, front-
ported Mercury V1 measures 11.8" H by 6.7" W by 10" D, 
weighs 9.9 lbs, and has a 1" soft-dome tweeter and a 5.1" 
pulped paper-cone mid/woofer. The cabinet is available in 
handsome Dark Walnut and Sugar Maple finishes. Build 
quality was excellent. Lacking some bass weight and 
impact, the Mercury V1 had a slightly polite overall sound 
with an especially sweet, sophisticated treble; a detailed, 
uncolored midrange; and nicely balanced, well-controlled 
bass, said SM. Other than an upper-midrange peak in its 
on-axis farfield response, the Mercury V1’s measured per-
formance was commendable, said JA. “I still miss these 
speakers,” bemoans SM. (Vol.35 Nos.9, 10, & 11 WWW) 
WHARFEDALE DIAMOND 10.1: $349/PAIR ★
(STANDS NECESSARY)
The Diamond 10.1 is a simple, two-way, stand-mounted 
design with a 1" soft-dome tweeter, a 5" Kevlar-cone mid/
bass driver, and two rear-firing ports. Its gorgeous cabinet 
is gracefully curved, widening at the center and tapering 
toward the rear to both minimize internal standing waves 
and enhance the speaker’s fine appearance. The Diamond 
10.1 had a relaxed, coherent overall sound, with a wide, 
deep soundstage, airy highs, a liquid midrange, and excel-
lent low-level resolution. Compared to the PSB Alpha B1, 
the Wharfedale lacked transient speed but offered greater 
clarity and resolution, said SM. BJR was impressed by 
the Wharfedale’s extended highs, detailed midrange, 
and clean bass. “The 10.1 presents extraordinary value 
for money,” he concluded. Compared to the Pioneer SP-
BS22-LR, the Wharfedale had a warmer overall sound with 
more delicate highs and a richer midrange, but lacked the 
Pioneers’ image focus and clean attack transients, said 
SM. “The Wharfedale Diamond 10.1 remains my favorite 
affordable stand-mounted loudspeaker,” he concluded. 
“For the price, I’m not sure you can do better.” JA noted 
superb measured performance. (Vol.34 Nos.2, 4, & 10; 
Vol.36 No.10 WWW) 

E

DAYTON AUDIO B652: $39.80/PAIR  
(STANDS NECESSARY)
The least expensive loudspeaker Stereophile has ever re-
viewed, Dayton Audio’s B652 is a very small (11.8" H by 7" 
W by 6.5" D), very light (5.8 lbs), two-way, sealed-cabinet 
design with a 0.6" ferrofluid-cooled polycarbonate-dome 
tweeter and a 6.5" polypropylene-cone mid/woofer. The 
simple MDF cabinet is clad in black vinyl and has a remov-
able grille of black cloth. Though it lacked overall clarity, 
extension, and control, the B652 offered a surprisingly 
large soundstage, good image separation, and a very fine 
sense of momentum and flow, with no hint of tempo-
ral distortions, said SM. Given its low price, the B652’s 
measured performance was “quite remarkable,” said JA. 
Dayton Audio B652-AIR ($59.80/pair) replaces the dome 
tweeter with a folded-ribbon unit and was also impressive. 
“Recommended for those looking for the least-expensive 
way to share our enthusiasm for recorded music,” JA 
summed up. (Vol.36 No.1, original WWW; Vol.38 No.2, AIR 
WWW) 

K
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COLTRANE II, SONY SS-NA5ES, VANDERSTEEN 

MODEL SEVEN MK.2, WILSON SABRINA.

DELETIONS

Music Hall Marimba no longer available; Boston Acous-
tics A 25, Direct Acoustics Silent Speaker II, Dynaudio 
Focus 160, Harbeth Monitor 30.1, KEF Q900, Lansche 5.1, 
Magico Q5, Nola Contender, Penaudio Cenya, Polk Audio 
RTi A3, PSB Imagine Mini, Vivid G1 Giya, all not auditioned 
in a long time.

SUBWOOFERS

A

B&W DB1: $4500 ★

The DB1 is a powered subwoofer in a handsome sealed 
enclosure measuring 19.3" H by 18.1" W by 16.2" D and 
weighing 97 lbs. Its solid construction includes: two 
mechanically opposed 12" woofers separated by a par-
tially open internal partition, 1"-thick walls of MDF with 
3/4"-thick bracing panels to minimize vibrations, digital 
signal-processing circuits to run its menu-based con-
trol system, home automation capability, and a 1000W 
switching amplifier equalized to produce linear output. 
Also included are a calibration microphone, four connec-
tor cables, and a USB-connected soundcard for use with 
the DB1’s Room Acoustics Compensation program. Setup 
was quick and easy. Though it lacked the pitch definition 
of JL Audio’s Fathom f113, the DB1 blended seamlessly 
with LG’s Quad electrostatics, and produced powerful 
deep bass and impressive room lock. “The B&W DB1 
proved to be a real pocket rocket,” he said. (Vol.35 No.2 
WWW) 
JL AUDIO FATHOM F113V2: $4500

Descended from the JL Audio Fathom f113—a Class A 
subwoofer in previous editions of “Recommended Com-
ponents”—the recent f113v2 is a compact subwoofer with 
a single 13.5" driver and an internal amplifier boasting 
3000W RMS (compared with the f113’s 2500W). Other 
refinements include the rerouting of audio signals away 
from the v2’s control panel and, perhaps most notably, an 
upgrade from the original’s Automatic Room Optimiza-
tion (ARO) to JL Audio’s new Digital Automatic Room Opti-
mization (DARO, a name that caught us totally off guard). 
In contrast to ARO’s single filter, DARO provides 18 bands 
of (cut-only) correction. According to KR, who declared 
DARO easier to operate than ARO, “the v2’s improvement 
over the v1 was the complete disappearance, from my 
conscious awareness, of the subwoofer’s existence.” KR’s 
conclusion: “JL Audio’s Fathom f113v2 is everything good 
from the Fathom f113 and more.” (Vol.39 No.1 WWW) 
MARTINLOGAN BALANCEDFORCE 212: $3995

The two 12" aluminum-cone woofers of the 212 are 
mounted on opposite sides of their enclosure and op-
erated in opposition to one another—an approach for 
which MartinLogan has coined the term BalancedForce. 
Power comes courtesy an internal pair of 850W class-D 
MOSFET amplifiers, themselves addressed with a choice 
of balanced and unbalanced connectors for left-channel, 
right-channel, and LFE (low-frequency effects) operation. 
Controls include continuously variable knobs for level, 
low-pass filter (30–80Hz), and phase (0–270°), plus an 
On/Off switch with a third choice for power-saving Auto 
mode, which detects an incoming signal and powers up 
the system accordingly. JI used two 140-lb BalancedForce 
212s with his own MartinLogan Prodigy loudspeakers, and 
was impressed with the results—especially with the newly 
remastered Led Zep catalog: “Kick drum and bass were 
tuneful and heavy . . . yet there was no sense of bloat or 
bass ‘effect,’ and the tonal balance from top to bottom just 
felt right and real.” The only performance negative: the 
audible clacking of the system in Auto mode. Perfect Bass 
Kit costs $100. (Vol.37 No.10 WWW) 
REVEL ULTIMA RHYTHM2: $10,000

How does one approach a subwoofer that weighs just 
under 200 lbs, has an 18" cast-frame woofer with dual 4" 
voice-coils, is driven by an internal pair of 1000W class-D 

amplifiers, and outsizes, by nearly 3 cubic feet, its manu-
facturer’s previous flagship model? With the utmost re-
spect—as did LG when he closed in on the stygian, stento-
rian, and altogether big Revel sub. His opinion: “The Revel 
Ultima Rhythm2’s musicality and power are exceptional, 
with a unique ability to deliver a powerful performance 
in a large listening room. Its deep bass has tremendous 
weight and slam, yet can turn on a dime.” LG also praised 
the Revel’s brace of manual user controls and the woofer’s 
user-installable automatic Low Frequency Optimization 
(LFO) program, but chafed slightly at having to download 
the software, the user manual, and the associated test sig-
nals: “For this nosebleed price, one could argue that Revel 
should include a printed LFO instruction manual, a USB 
cable, and an iTestMic, if not an individual optimization by 
[the designer].” (Vol.38 No.2 WWW) 
VELODYNE DD-18+: $5799 ★

The DD-18+ is a powered, sealed-box subwoofer; its 18" 
forward-firing driver has a fiberglass Rohacell-laminate 
cone, a 3" voice-coil, and a 39.7-lb magnet. Compared to 
the original DD-18, the 18+ is 6.5" deeper, 19 lbs heavier, 
has 28% more internal volume, uses a more efficient 
amplifier, and features strongly tapered side panels. In ad-
dition, the DD-18+’s equalization software provides auto-
mated room compensation and controls drive-unit distor-
tion using a servo-loop accelerometer. Despite a daunting 
number of features, controls, and options, setup was sim-
ple. The DD-18+ played the deepest bass passages with 
minimal distortion, low coloration, and outstanding pitch 
definition, said LG. “Solid Class A,” he concluded. (original 
version, Vol.27 No.6 WWW; Vol.36 No.3 WWW)

B

BRYSTON 10B-SUB CROSSOVER: $3595 ★

The 10B features three balanced configurations—stereo 
two-way, monophonic two-way, and monophonic three-
way—and proved extraordinarily versatile in managing 
crossover slopes and frequencies. LG heard no electronic 
edginess and noted only the slightest loss in soundstage 
depth. “I found the 10B-SUB’s sound clear, transparent, 
and neutral—as good as I’ve ever heard from an outboard 
crossover.” (Vol.18 No.5, Vol.28 No.11 WWW)
SVS SB13-ULTRA: $1599.99

Weighing less than 100 lbs—a noteworthy accomplish-
ment for a good subwoofer, per LG—the sealed-box 
SB13-Ultra is a compact (17.4") cube containing a 13.5" 
ferrite-magnet driver and a 1000W Sledge class-D am-
plifier. The SB13-Ultra lacks a remote control, offering 
instead a single-knob Integrated Function Controller next 
to its small LCD screen and balanced (XLR) and unbal-
anced (RCA) inputs and outputs. SV Sound offers, on their 
website, an automated setup advisor (called Merlin) that 
LG found helpful in integrating the sub with his Quad ESK-
989 electrostatic panels. His verdict: “The combination 
of Quad ESL-989s and SVS SB13-Ultra rendered clean, 
dense, fast response for many different instruments, in-
cluding kick and bass drum, synthesizer, and or timpani.” 
LG concluded: “In its price range, it’s the best subwoofer 
I’ve heard.” The SB13-Ultra is sold direct from the Girard, 
Ohio, factory with a 45-day home-trial period and a mon-
ey-back guarantee. (Vol.38 No.1 WWW) 

C

TANNOY TS2.12: $921 $$$

With a double-layer (50mm thick) MDF cabinet, two op-
posed 12" drive-units (one active, the other passive), 
an internal 500W class-D amplifier, and a bypassable, 
three-position low-pass filter with a continuously variable 
phase control, the TS2.12 offers a lot for its three-figure 
price. Moreover, as LG discovered, the Tannoy’s small size 
(17.2" H by 16.75" W by 14.75" D) and reasonable weight 
(40 lbs) make it easier than some to schlep around the 
listening room. With the Tannoy supplementing his Quad 
ESL-989 electrostats, LG was “delighted by the deep-bass 
response” while playing some favorite pipe-organ record-
ings, and he enjoyed the “authority, solidity, and clear 
pitch definition that I didn’t hear from my Quads alone.” 
But other recently reviewed—and more expensive—subs 
“went substantially deeper in the bass” than the TS2.12, 
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and “involving” vocals, and sonically similar to previous 
Bryston ST amps. THX conformance, a 20-year (!) warran-
ty, and a reasonable price make this beefy, reliable amp 
an attractive package—a perfect choice, suggests LG, 
for home-theater and multichannel music systems. KR’s 
long-term multi-channel reference. (Vol.23 No.9 WWW) 
CLASSÉ SIGMA AMP5 POWER AMPLIFIER:
$5000
From Classé’s Sigma series of Chinese-made and com-
paratively budget-priced components comes their new 
AMP5, descended from the Sigma AMP2 stereo amplifier. 
The five-channel AMP5 shares the proprietary class-D 
technology of its two-channel brother, and gives the user 
a choice of inputs: RCA jacks for all five, or XLRs for the 
two front channels and RCAs for the remainder. On install-
ing the AMP5 in his system, KR “immediately” heard a per-
formance distinction, and ultimately praised the amp’s 
midrange and treble as “pure and smooth—something of 
a surprise for a class-D amp—and the bass was powerful, 
delineated, and extended.” His verdict: “performance that 
easily competes with or outperforms comparable non-
switching designs.” (Vol.38 No.5 WWW) 
CLASSÉ SIGMA SSP PREAMPLIFIER- 
PROCESSOR: $5000
The Chinese-built Classé Sigma SSP offers a less expen-
sive alternative to the company’s flagship, the SSP-800 
($9500), without giving up too much in the bargain. The 
Sigma lacks an analog 7.1-channel input, and doesn’t sup-
port composite or component video. Video inputs and 
outputs are limited to HDMI: eight of the former and only 
one of the latter. But the Sigma’s parametric equalizer 
has more bandpass filters per channel—five instead of 
nine—and the less expensive component supports DLNA 
audio via Ethernet and AirPlay: “Ideas not yet born when 
the SSP-800 appeared,” as KR puts it. Perhaps best of all, 
per KR, “the Classé Sigma SSP sounds more like a top-tier 
analog preamp than any pre-pro near its price.” (Vol.38 
No.5 WWW) 
EXASOUND E28 MK.2 MULTICHANNEL DAC:
$3299
Like exaSound’s e18, the e28 uses a Sabre32 D/A chip ca-
pable of handling almost any PCM format with resolutions 
up to 32-bit/384kHz; but, while the earlier model could 
play DSD files only in stereo and at the base sampling rate 
of 2.82MHz, the e28 handles DSD sampling rates of 2.82, 
3.072, 5.64, 6.14, 11.28, and 12.28MHz without convert-
ing the signal to PCM. In addition, the e28 includes an 
enhanced headphone output, and is specified as having 
lower distortion and noise than its predecessor in every 
measured mode. The sound was smooth and balanced 
overall, with sweet highs, a decidedly pure midrange, and 
an exceptional sense of space, said Kal. “The exaSound 
e28 is a real-world, second-generation, cutting-edge, 
multichannel DAC. I wouldn’t hold my breath waiting for 
something better to come along any time soon,” he con-
cluded. (Vol.36 No.11, Vol.38 No.11 WWW) 
ILLUSONIC IMMERSIVE AUDIO PROCESSOR IAP 
16: 16,000 CHF PLUS TAX
Made in Switzerland, the unusually versatile—if very ex-
pensive—Immersive Audio Processor includes a five-band 
parametric equalizer in each of its 16 output channels. It 
processes two- and multichannel sources into one of 168 
loudspeaker setups with the ability to manipulate the pre-
sentation’s spatial distribution using three parameters: 
Center, Depth/3D, and Immersion. A superb control app 
provides an attractive graphic interface for accessing all 
of the IAP’s functions, and works in real time so the user 
can immediately hear the effects of any adjustments. 
Though it lacks high-resolution decoding and doesn’t 
accommodate multiple remote zones, the IAP has four 
HDMI inputs and one HDMI output, three coax and two 
optical digital inputs, three analog stereo RCA inputs, an 
XLR analog stereo output, and 16 additional XLR output 
connectors. Setup was relatively simple, operation was 
flawless, and the sound was remarkably clean, transpar-
ent, and balanced, said Kal. (Vol.37 No.1 WWW) 
KRELL FOUNDATION PREAMPLIFIER/PROCES-
SOR: $6500
Despite some wrinkles with the EQ system, this is an 

excellent-sounding and proficient pre/pro for audiophile 
ears. DSD capability is now being added. (Vol.37 No.5 
WWW) 
MARANTZ AV8802A: $3999
KR, happy owner of a Marantz AV8801, intended to ignore 
its immediate successor, the new and somewhat more 
expensive AV8802: After all, the new model’s improve-
ments all seemed aimed more at the home-theater en-
thusiast than the music-only audiophile. But he relented 
on learning that, for the AV8802, Marantz has eliminated 
all op-amps from their signature Hyper Dynamic Ampli-
fier Modules (HDAMs), thus promising even more of the 
analog refinement for which the AV8801 was known. The 
AV8802 offers 13.2 output channels vs the 11.2 of the 
AV8801, and seven HDMI inputs vs its predecessor’s 6. 
The AV8802 supports Dolby Atmos and Auro Technolo-
gies’ Auro-3D, and, with the advent of the AV8802A—to 
which any AV8802 can be upgraded—HDCP 2.2 copy-
prevention technology. After driving its analog inputs with 
the analog outputs of various DACs, KR declared that, “in 
almost every way, the AV8802A was an improvement over 
the AV8801.” His conclusion: “It’s easy to recommend the 
AV8802A, despite the bump in cost: It offers cutting-edge 
features and outstanding sound.” (Vol.38 No.11 WWW) 
MCINTOSH MC303: $11,000 ★

The three-channel, 300Wpc MC303 amplifier measures 
17.75" wide by 12.4" high by 22" deep and weighs 155 lbs. 
Its large front panel is home to three blue power-level me-
ters, two gold-rimmed knobs for meter illumination and 
power, and two substantial handles. Driving KR’s B&W 
802D loudspeakers, the MC303 delivered “the relaxed 
spaciousness and transparency of master tapes.” There 
was a smoothness that extended through the frequency 
spectrum and seemed to erase the 802Ds’ crossover 
transitions. The Mac couldn’t quite match the firm bass or 
natural treble of the Bel Canto Ref1000 Mk.II monoblocks, 
however. (Vol.32 No.5 WWW) 
MERGING TECHNOLOGIES NADAC  
MULTICHANNEL-8: $11,500
Among pro-audio companies that have set their sights on 
the domestic market, the Swiss manufacturer Merging 
Technologies is noted for its experience with high-resolu-
tion networked-audio interfaces. Their NADAC Multichan-
nel-8 (its first name stands for Network Attached Digital 
to Analogue Converter) is intended for use with network-
based file players, and is compatible with the audio-spe-
cific Ravenna protocol. Via Ethernet, the Multichannel-8 
supports PCM up to 384kHz, plus DXD and DSD256; S/
PDIF and AES/EBU inputs are also supplied, and these are 
compatible with up to 192kHz, and DSD over PCM (DoP). 
In KR’s system, physical hookup went smoothly, and al-
though there was a hitch or two in setup, the effort was 
rewarded: “Even admitting to a positive expectation bias, 
I was impressed with the sound, not disappointed.” KR 
observed that, while listening to a multichannel DSD256 
file, “I had the disturbing but exhilarating feeling that 
music was actually being made in my room, not merely 
reproduced. The sound was no more ‘multichannel’ than 
it was ‘stereo.’” Speaking of which, a stereo-only version 
of the Multichannel-8, the NADAC Stereo, is available for 
$10,500. (Vol.39 No.3 WWW) 
MERIDIAN REFERENCE 861: $18,995 ★

Multimedia controller with video, DSP-based decoding 
for matrixed and discrete multichannel audio sources. 
Functions as analog preamplifier-controller, digital and 
video controller, and A/D–D/A converter. Built-in, repro-
grammable decoding of multichannel sources (Dolby 
Pro Logic, Dolby Digital, DTS, Ambisonic, etc.), plus THX 
and Trifield output from two-channel sources. All inputs 
digitally processed. Of Trifield’s synthesized front-three-
channels output, KR observed, “I came to regard the 
loss of air and the narrower soundstage as acceptable 
concomitants of the richer, tighter, better-defined central 
images. ‘Audiophile air’ began to seem an artifact rather 
than an enhancement.” DTS and Dolby Digital 5.1 music 
recordings “injected” ambiences whose acoustics super-
seded his room’s. Multichannel is immersive, but our KR 
would rather not sit in the middle of a string quartet or 
orchestra. For two-channel, “equal to the best...beyond 

the extension of which in LG’s room tended to roll off be-
low 40Hz. (Vol.39 No.2 WWW)

D

PSB SUBSERIES 125: $449 ★

The SubSeries 125 (originally called SubSeries 1) is a 
front-ported, bass-reflex design with an 8" polypropylene-
cone driver and a 110W, class-A/B BASH power amplifier. 
It has a claimed frequency range of 36–150Hz, measures 
13.25" H by 9.625" W by 14.5" D, weighs 23 lbs, and has 
a black vinyl finish. There are front-panel Volume and 
Crossover controls and a rear-panel Phase switch. Setup 
was simple. With the SubSeries 1 in his system, SM noted 
a wider, deeper soundstage and tight, musical bass. As 
SM’s review went to press, PSB announced a replace-
ment for the SubSeries 1: The SubSeries 125 shares its 
predecessor’s simple look and controls, but has a more 
powerful (125W) amplifier; the price remains the same. 
(Vol.36 No.4 WWW) 
PSB SUBSERIES 100: $249
Designed to complement PSB’s Alpha PS1 powered desk-
top loudspeakers, the SubSeries 100 miniature subwoofer 
measures just 6 3/8" W by 6 3/8" H by 7 7/8" D, and has an 
attractive high-gloss black finish. The sealed-box sub in-
cludes a 50W class-D amplifier and a 5 1/4" drive-unit de-
signed to maximize bass extension while minimizing dis-
tortion. Volume, Crossover, and Phase controls, along with 
a single pair of RCA inputs, are provided on the tidy rear 
panel. Setup was simple; the sub partnered seamlessly 
with SM’s Alpha PS1s, showing no evidence whatsoever 
of discontinuities between the high and low frequencies. 
In addition to clean, well-extended bass, the SubSeries 
100 provided improved senses of timing and touch, bet-
ter image focus, deeper silences, and more dramatic cli-
maxes, said SM. Can be purchased with PSB’s Alpha PS1 
loudspeakers, as the Alpha 1-100 system, for $499.99—a 
savings of $50. (Vol.37 No.3 WWW)

DELETIONS

JL AUDIO FATHOM F212 REPLACED BY NEW 
MODEL; PARADIGM REFERENCE SUB 15 NO 
LONGER AVAILABLE.

MUSIC SURROUND-SOUND 
COMPONENTS (OTHER THAN 
SPEAKERS AND DISC PLAYERS)

A

BRYSTON SP-3: $9895 ★

The SP-3 combines a true analog preamp and a full-fea-
tured multichannel digital audio processor in a beautifully 
built, relatively compact (17" W by 5.75" H by 14.25" D) 
case. It uses Bryston’s high-quality 24-bit/192kHz DACs 
and offers a full suite of connections, including: eight 
HDMI inputs, two HDMI outputs, a 7.1 set of analog inputs 
and two 7.1 sets of outputs, four S/PDIF inputs, two AES/
EBU inputs, and USB, RS-232, and Ethernet jacks. The 
sound from the SP-3’s analog stereo inputs was “abso-
lutely pristine, powerful, and a breath of fresh air,” while 
digital S/PDIF or TosLink datastreams sounded transpar-
ent and convincing, with especially detailed and extended 
treble. “I think the Bryston SP-3 is the first great audio-
phile preamplifier-processor,” KR concluded, “It almost 
redefines Class A sound for a surround processor.” (Vol.35 
Nos.5 & 7 WWW) 
BRYSTON 9B-SST2: $8095 ★

The 9B-SST2 power amplifier (called 9B-THX at the time 
of the review) boasts five channels, 120Wpc into 8 ohms, 
and is built like pro gear; ie, like a tank. Hand-soldered, 
double-sided glass-epoxy boards and elaborate ground-
ing scheme front special-grade steel toroidal transform-
ers. According to JA, “the excellent set of measurements 
indicates solid, reliable engineering.” LG was impressed by 
this amp’s speed, power, extension, its tightness and defi-
nition in the bass, and its “excellent” midrange. Fully the 
equal of more costly amps, with wide dynamic contrasts 
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expensive Bryston 9BST in terms of power, transient re-
sponse, and imaging, but lacked some bass definition and 
control, said KR. An excellent multichannel amplifier, and 
a perfect partner for Marantz’s AV8801 pre-pro, he con-
cluded. (Vol.36 No.3 WWW) 
MINIDSP U-DAC8: $299 $$$

According to KR, miniDSP’s new U-DAC8 is, “by an order 
of magnitude, the least expensive multichannel DAC on 
the market.” The PCM-only U-DAC8 handles resolutions 
up to 24-bit/192kHz, is powered by a 5V wall wart, and is 
addressed by a front-mounted USB Type A jack. Although 
the U-DAC8’s better-than-average detail resolution 
seemed accompanied by “a somewhat etched treble,” 
KR was pleased with its performance, noting that “music 
sounded pretty clean across the audioband, with particu-
larly good, tight bass.” Referring to this newest miniDSP 
DAC as “a giant-killer,” KR concluded that “the U-DAC8 is 
an excellent way to begin listening to multichannel files.” 
(Vol.38 No.9 WWW) 
NAD T 187: $2999

The versatile T 187 preamplifier-processor’s modular con-
struction enables various combinations of: 7.1-channel 
inputs and outputs, six pairs of stereo analog inputs and 
outputs, several video inputs, up to six HDMI inputs, three 
each coaxial and optical inputs, one each coaxial and opti-
cal output, an Ethernet jack, and a mini stereo jack for mo-
bile players. Additionally, the NAD’s unique application of 
Audyssey’s MultEQ XT room-correction software includes 
a custom target curve developed by Paul Barton. Easy to 
set up and use, the T 187 offered a full-bodied sound with 
a smooth, detailed treble, said KR. Paul Barton’s target 
curve added a touch of warmth, with stronger, tighter low 
bass. “Even if it doesn’t do everything possible, the NAD 
T 187 does everything right,” concluded KR. (Vol.36 No.1 
WWW) 
ROTEL RMB-1585: $2999

A powerful and transparent 5-channel amplifier. (Vol.37 
No.9 WWW) 
ROTEL RSP-1572: $2199 ★

This compact, handsome preamplifier-processor of-
fers six HDMI, two component, and two composite video 
inputs; two HDMI, one component, and four composite 
video outputs; four optical and three coaxial digital audio 
inputs; eight stereo analog inputs; one 7.1-channel analog 
input; and one USB input. Audio outputs include one opti-
cal, one coax digital, two stereo analog, and one analog 
7.1-channel preamp output with dual jacks for two center 
and two subwoofer outputs. While the RSP-1572 lacks 
auto-setup and room EQ capabilities, its variable filters 
allow the user to effectively deal with room acoustics. The 
Rotel offered transparent highs, a clean midrange, and 
full bass, said KR. “Those of us who don’t mind getting 
our hands dirty with some measurement tools can have 
it all with the RSP-1572: great sound and great looks,” he 
concluded, though he adds that the room EQ is a bit chal-
lenging. (Vol.35 No.3 WWW)

C

NUFORCE AVP-18: $1095

Built into a slim, minimalist case, the AVP-18 multichan-
nel preamplifier-processor offers two coaxial, one TosLink, 
one combination coax/optical, and four 24-bit/192kHz-
capable HDMI inputs; USB A and B connectors; an output 
jack for a 12V trigger; an HDMI output; a TosLink output; 
and a 2x4 array of RCA jacks for the 7.1-channel analog 
output. An 11-filter parametric EQ is provided via a potent 
Cirrus chipset. Setup was relatively simple and operation 
was flawless. Although the NuForce lacked some sound-
stage depth and lower-midrange richness, its overall 
sound was well balanced and satisfying, with good detail 
resolution and image specificity, said Kal. “The all-digital 
NuForce AVP-18 is a good choice for an easy-to-use and 
easy-to-look-at preamplifier-processor,” he summed up. 
(Vol.36 No.11 WWW) 
YAMAHA AVENTAGE MX-A5000: $2999.95

Measuring 17" W by 8.25" H by 18" D and weighing 56 
lbs, the MX-A5000 is a massive and versatile 11-channel 
amp rated to deliver 150Wpc into 8 ohms. Rear-panel 
Channel Select switches and front-panel Speaker Select 

significant reproach.” Multichannel, he declared, is the fu-
ture, and Meridian is ready now. Logical but complicated 
setup and option procedures entered via PC; heavy dealer 
involvement is key to getting the best from this ultimate 
component. But when the 861 is programmed for precise 
time alignment and amplitude balance among the speak-
ers, and the crossover and bass management adjusted 
independently for the main, center, and rear channels, 
“everything seemed just right, and it made for consis-
tently satisfying listening,” he decided.”The TriField DSP 
is a greatly advantageous feature that deserves more 
recognition. I felt confident that whatever little silver disc 
I put into the 800-861, it would sound superb.” Meridian’s 
new MConfig program replaces pages of configuration 
options with a drag-and-drop graphic user interface, and 
offers guided channel-level settings and room-correction 
setup routines. KR: “The upgraded 861 Reference’s sound 
was delightfully and characteristically transparent?.Still 
Class A after all these years.” The updates in Version 6 
of the 861 preamplifier-processor include SpeakerLink 
connections for Meridian’s DSP speakers, an “endpoint” 
card for optimal performance with Meridian’s Sooloos 
music-server systems, a proprietary apodizing upsam-
pling filter for all digital inputs, and 24-bit/192kHz DACs. 
The 861 v6 partnered a delicately pure and transparent 
midrange and treble with exquisite delineation of voices 
and instruments, said KR. “The 861 has always been and 
still is the best-sounding audio processor I have heard,” he 
concluded. Of the V8 refinements, some—most notably 
the newly required use of Meridian’s SpeakerLink digital 
cable, which ensures a digital path from source to each 
speaker’s integral amp—impact only users of Meridian’s 
DSP speakers; others include a digital-input card that has 
a USB input—which itself may open the door for 24/192 
input—as well as a linear power supply for lower noise, 
and redesigned oscillators and clocking that, according to 
Meridian, reduce jitter by 40%. KR’s verdict: “Overall, the 
Meridian Reference 861, especially in its V8 incarnation, is 
still my favorite audio preamplifier-processor to live with.” 
Price varies with options chosen. HD621 outboard proces-
sor adds HDMI capability. (Vol.23 No.2, Vol.26 No.8, Vol.29 
No.7, Vol.34 No.5, Vol.37 No.11 WWW) 
MERIDIAN HD621 HDMI AUDIO PROCESSOR: 

$2995 ★

Meridian’s HD621 HDMI Audio Processor smoothly in-
tegrates six HDMI inputs, HD audio processing, and SD 
upsampling with any Meridian processor that can handle 
a Smartlink/MHR, including the G61R, G68, C61R, and the 
861. It extracts the PCM audio data from the HDMI input, 
FIFO-buffers the PCM, and up/downsamples it for output 
to the main processor. Upsampling is accomplished by 
“apodizing” filters identical to those used in the Meridian 
808i.2 player-preamp. HDMI from the HD621 sounded 
“more detailed and open” than PCM data via the Oppo 
DV-980H’s three S/PDIF connections, while “Red Book” 
CD sounded “superb” through the Meridian. “So rejoice—
the HD621 brings HD audio to Meridian systems, and it 
sounds superb with non-HD sources as well,” said KR. 
(Vol.32 No.9 WWW) 
NAD MASTERS SERIES M17: $5499

In KR’s view, NAD’s Masters Series of products has of 
late taken a turn from the conservative to the adventur-
ous—evidence of which he sees in the Masters M17, which 
contains individual, updateable modules for digital video, 
analog video, digital audio, and analog audio. Although the 
current model lacks a USB port and audio-data Ethernet 
port, a fifth module, to support streaming and Bluesound, 
is said to be in the works. Although KR criticized the 
poor positioning off the front-panel Off/Standby switch, 
he declared that “the M17’s remote control was an unal-
loyed delight: slim, and just hefty enough to feel good in 
the hand.” According to KR, “The M17’s sound, too, was 
delightful.” He noted dynamics that were “precise and 
satisfying,” and bass that was “delivered with authority”—
and that “playing hi-rez and/or multichannel files from 
my server, connected to the M17 via HDMI, was simply 
glorious, especially as these signals were passed through 
a Dirac Live speaker-and-room–correction filter set at 
[24-bit/96kHz].” (Vol.38 No.1 WWW) 

NAD MASTERS SERIES M27: $3999

“No mere afterthought to the Masters M17 pre-pro,” ac-
cording to KR, the Masters M27 is a seven-channel class-
D power amp based on the recent Hypex Ncore module. 
Single-ended (RCA) and balanced (XLR) inputs are pro-
vided for all channels, and the Masters M27 is rated at 
250Wpc—or 180Wpc with all seven channels driven. A 
mildly wonky on/off switch was the only fly in this mul-
tichannel ointment: KR praised the M27’s sound as “no-
tably clean and punchy,” adding that “[the amplifier’s] 
midrange and treble were completely free of any grain 
or, significantly, the grayish character that is a consistent 
flaw in the sounds of many of the otherwise excellent 
class-D amps I’ve used.” (Vol.38 No.1 WWW) 
PARASOUND HALO A 31: $3295 $$$ ★

Based on circuitry developed by John Curl for the highly 
praised Halo JC 1, the three-channel A 31 power amplifier 
is rated to deliver 250Wpc into 8 ohms or 400Wpc into 4 
ohms. Like other Halo models, the A 31 is solidly built and 
has a clean, attractive, brushed-aluminum faceplate. On 
the rear panel are three groups of connectors/controls, 
one per channel, including balanced and unbalanced in-
puts and gain controls. Though it lacked some upper-bass 
richness, the A 31 had a “clean, luminous” overall sound, 
with a sophisticated, detailed treble; rich, clean midrange; 
and firm, extended bass, said KR, adding that “the sound 
is full, balanced and detailed and packs a wallop.” (Vol.35 
No.9 WWW) 
PARASOUND HALO P 7: $2295 $$$ ★

The Halo P 7 is a full-featured analog stereo preamp with 
six stereo inputs, balanced and unbalanced outputs, 
front-panel headphone and MP3 jacks, and an MM/MC 
phono preamp. It also provides two 7.1-channel unbal-
anced inputs that can be set for home-theater bypass, op-
tional bass management for all sources, and RS-232/12V 
connections to integrate with modern A/V systems. With 
its “delightfully open, balanced sound” and outstanding 
versatility, the Halo P 7 is “the category killer of analog 
multichannel preamps or HT bypass,” raved KR. (Vol.32 
No.1 WWW) 
THETA DIGITAL DREADNAUGHT D: $6149.95 

AND UP

The Dreadnaught D is the fourth model in Theta Digital’s 
Dreadnaught series—hence the D, which also refers to 
the output stage’s class of operation. The D uses Hypex 
NCore modules, coupled not with a switch-mode power 
supply but with a distinctly robust supply of more tradi-
tional design and construction. Hence this class-D amp’s 
atypical size and weight: 17.5" W by 7.9" H by 19.6" D, and 
98.6 lbs. A modular design, the Dreadnaught D can be had 
with up to eight channels of 225W each; according to KR, 
the 225Wx5 sample Theta Digital sent us “not only sound-
ed good, it sounded right.” (Vol.39 No.3 WWW) 

B

EMOTIVA XMC-1 PREAMPLIFIER-PROCESSOR: 

$2499 $$$

The US-made Emotiva XMC-1, a 7.2-channel preamplifier-
processor in a substantial (21 lbs) enclosure, offers more 
controls than its more austere high-end brethren (the 
Classé Sigma comes to mind) while forgoing needless 
bells and whistles: a user interface that Goldilocks and 
KR would describe as “just right.” KR was also impressed 
by the XMC-1’s “exemplary” OLED screen, which displays 
three lines of information, and the “outstanding” range of 
controls afforded by its front panel and remote handset. 
Of perhaps greatest interest is the XMC-1’s distinction as 
the first affordable pre-pro to include Dirac Live room-
correction software—in Limited Edition (LE) form—and 
a calibrated USB microphone; Emotiva offers a $99 up-
grade for users who wish to upgrade to the full version of 
Dirac Live. KR’s verdict: “I found the XMC-1 to be a superb-
sounding pre-pro for all media.” (Vol.38 No.7 WWW) 
MARANTZ MM8077: $2399

The 150Wpc MM8077 is a seven-channel power ampli-
fier. Each channel has selectable unbalanced RCA and 
balanced XLR inputs, driven by a common power supply 
equipped with a huge transformer and a generous ca-
pacitor reservoir. The MM8807 matched the much more 
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the Powernode will access music files from the user’s 
NAS. The Bluesound Node ($449) is—get ready for it—
rather like the Powernode, but without (output) power. 
The Bluestone Duo ($899) is, in the words of ML, “a 
straightforward satellite-and-(self-powered)-subwoofer 
loudspeaker system designed by Paul Barton of PSB 
Speakers [and] meant to be powered by the Powernode.” 
And the Bluesound Pulse ($699) is a 13.4-lb “network-
ready boom box” that runs on AC wall current. With Blue-
sound products scattered throughout his home and with 
the system as a whole accessing files on his QNAP NAS, 
ML found the sound of the Bluesound “ecology” to be 
pleasantly rich and full, if, in some instances, a bit dark; 
with regard to the latter quality, inclusion of the Auralic 
Vega DAC restored the missing sparkle. “I enjoyed my 
time with the Bluesound components,” ML stated, not-
ing that the Pulse was perhaps the pleasantest surprise 
of the lot. Current v2 versions are cosmetically different 
from those reviewed but otherwise identical. (Vol.37 
No.7 WWW)

buttons permit a wide range of configurations, including: 
five-channel biamping, five main channels with two in-
dependently amplified zones, a triamped center channel 
in a mono- or biamped five-channel system, and other, 
more specialized arrangements. A perfect sonic partner 
for Yamaha’s Aventage CX-A5000 pre-pro, the MX-A5000 
produced a clean, open overall sound, with a slightly soft 
treble, well-defined midrange, and solid bass, said Kal. “If 
you need 11 channels, regardless of how you choose to 
use them, I highly recommend Yamaha’s MX-A5000,” he 
concluded. (Vol.37 No.3 WWW) 

DELETIONS

ANTHEM MRX 710 REPLACED BY NEW MODEL; 
CLASSÉ CT-SSP, NOT AUDITIONED IN A LONG 
TIME.

COMPLETE AUDIO SYSTEMS

A

ECLIPSE TD-M1: $999
The TD-M1 system comprises a pair of desktop loud-
speakers, each of which has a single 3" full-range driver 
in a reflex-loaded and vaguely egg-shaped enclosure, the 
latter made with an alloy frame and a molded exoskel-
eton. Of each TD-M1 pair, one enclosure also contains a 
20Wpc digital amplifier and a 24-bit/192kHz USB D/A 
converter, the latter equipped for wireless streaming via 
Apple AirPlay. Aside from grousing about high-tech user 
controls that were slightly too obscure, AD had fun with 
the easy-to-install TD-M1 system, enjoying in particular 
its very accessible WiFi function. All in all, AD’s time with 
the Eclipse system left him giddy: “I had a great time with 
this system whenever I used it—and it was always easy.” 
(Vol.38 No.5 WWW)

B 

BLUESOUND VAULT, POWERNODE, NODE, 
PULSE, DUO: $449–$999
Bluesound is a new line of whole-house sound products 
from the Lenbrook Group, owners of NAD and PSB. The 
Bluesound Vault ($999), which requires an Ethernet 
connection to the Internet, is an 11.5" W by 9.3" H by 
8.1" D box containing an optical drive, a 24-bit/192kHz 
Cirrus-Logic sigma-delta DAC, and 1TB of storage. Inputs 
are Ethernet, WiFi, USB Type A, and, by means of an op-
tional dongle, Bluetooth. Outputs include an analog RCA 
pair and digital TosLink capable of passing up to 24/192 
data to an external DAC. The Bluesound Powernode 
($699), which looks identical to the Vault but is slightly 
smaller, is a network player with a 24/192 DAC. The Pow-
ernode has the same complement of inputs as the Vault, 
while its outputs are a subwoofer-out jack (RCA) and 
two pairs of binding posts for speakers. The Powernode 
can operate with or without the Vault; in the latter case, 

MORE RECOMMENDED 
COMPONENTS ONLINE!
Due to space limitations, the following sections had to be omitted from this  
print edition of “Recommended Components”: Headphones & Headphone 
Accessories, FM Tuners, Cables of all kinds, Miscellaneous, Phono, and 
Powerline Accessories, Stands & Racks, Signal Processors, Room Acoustics 
Treatments, and Books & Software. These can all be found at

www.stereophile.com/category/recommended-components.
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DEQX Speaker and room calibration

A stunning leap in performance—far greater than any 

cable, power conditioner or room treatment achieves.

Kal Rubinson “It made my very good speakers undeniably better, smoother 

and cleaner and endowed them with a bigger soundstage.”
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In conversation with Bonnie Raitt these 

days, one word continually jumps out: groove. 
She’s speaking of her music, of course, but 
the blues singer and guitarist—her gifts as 
commanding as ever on her latest, Dig In 
Deep—has also survived some family struggles 
in the past decade that nearly forced her out 
of her personal groove. 

In 2004, Raitt lost her mother, Marjorie; 
a year later, her father, Broadway luminary 
John Raitt, died. Four years after that, her 
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brother Steve died of brain cancer at 61. 
After a seven-year sabbatical that many 
fans worried might become perma-
nent, Raitt returned in 2012, sound-
ing re-energized, to release Slipstream, 
which won that year’s Grammy for Best 
Americana Album. Raitt is now fully 
back in the cycle of recording and tour-
ing, the rhythm that has defined most 
of her life since she began her music 
career, in the very early 1970s, when she 
was barely in her 20s. As is often the 
case with artists, in Raitt’s life tragedy 
has inspired art—including, in this case, 
new songs on Dig In Deep.

“At this age, everybody’s droppin’ 
and everybody’s got families that are 
dealing with illness. But for me, the last 
thing I wanted to do on Slipstream was 
write about that, or spend time going 
inside. I just wanted to do some music 
by other people that spoke to stuff that 
was inside me—but I wasn’t motivated 
to write.

“Then George [Marinelli, Raitt’s 
guitar player] sent me a tune, ‘Down to 
You.’ I liked the music so much, but I 
didn’t relate to his lyrics. I asked if could 
write some of my own. I wanted to do 
the music to ‘Down to You’ so badly 
that it broke my writer’s . . . this great 
time between writing songs.”

After the success of Slipstream and the 
ensuing two-year tour, Raitt began to 
think about her next recording project. 
She knew she wanted to continue writ-
ing her own songs, always with an eye 
to making them part of her live shows—
which, today, is the only way musicians 
can make any money. “I wanted to 
come up with specific grooves, and 
nobody was going to know that better 
than me. It was a deliberate intention to 
come up with more of my own songs, 
if I could. That’s a big, all-caps ‘IF I 
COULD.’”

Told that new originals like “If You 
Need Somebody” and “The Comin’ 
Round Is Going Through” rank among 
her finest songwriting, she laughs. “Oh, 
thanks. I’m just starting to talk about 
it, and you never know. You wonder 
if people are trying to be nice and 
diplomatic.”

After writing five songs, Raitt cast 
her usual wide net for work by other 
writers. Over the years she’s recorded 
tunes by everyone from Tonio K. to 
Little Jimmy Scott. Like the albums of 
another star of her generation, Emmy-
lou Harris, Raitt’s tend to be impeccably 
curated collections. “There’s always an 
ongoing search for good material. It is 
often a function of what the songwriters 

Forgiveness] they were driving to a great 
extent, because I was in my mid-20s 
and that was kind of how you did it. 
I respected their work, but it still had 
to be a mutual decision. And again, I 
found the songs, and I’m the one that 
has to like all the musicians we put in 
the room.”

Raitt’s partner on Slipstream, and now 
Dig In Deep, was engineer Ryan Free-
land, who for Dig In Deep worked at 
his Stampede Origin Studios, in Culver 
City, California, and at Henson Record-
ing Studios, in Hollywood. Freeland 
tends to work in Americana, having 
recently cut tracks with Bettye LaVette, 
Wynonna Judd, and Ray LaMontagne. 
He and Raitt met through another 
Americana star, Joe Henry. In fall 2010 
and the following spring, she ended 
up cutting a number of tracks with 
guitar heavyweights Greg Leisz and Bill 
Frisell, produced by Henry at his studio, 
The Garfield House, in Pasadena. 
Five of them made it on to Slipstream. 
Another, “You’ve Changed My Mind,” 
is on Dig In Deep. The rest of Slipstream 
was recorded at Ocean Way Studios, 
in Hollywood, in summer 2011. Raitt 
approached Freeland to join the two 
halves into a single record. 

“Ryan and I have a really great 
connection, as he does with the band. 
It’s a partnership, another set of ears, 
a cheerleader and a pastor: somebody 
that files the contracts and goes out and 
talks to musicians when something is 
not working—your diplomat, someone 
who will go out and go, ‘Men . . .’

“I told Ryan, I said, ‘I love what 
you’re doing, and the way you think 
about music’—he’s also a keyboard 
player. [For Slipstream], I asked him if he 
thought he could integrate the sonics of 
what I recorded in a regular studio [the 
tracks from Ocean Way], with some of 
the Joe songs. The results, I think, are 
seamless.”

 “If those two worlds were gonna 
be on the same record,” Freeland said 
in a recent interview with me, “I guess 
they thought it would be a good idea 
to keep the engineer the same, so that 
the sonic perspective would have some 
cohesion to it.”

Asked about his mission on Dig In 
Deep, and about what he and Raitt 
discuss when it comes to recording, 
Freeland is direct. “Her relationship 
with the engineer and the sound of her 
records has always been a very, very 
important part of the process to her. 
It’s no small thing. The sonics of the 
record is no small part of the impact it 

send me that year that I like. I always 
go back to people I’ve connected with 
before. I listen to my peers. I go back 
through all my record collections. I’ve 
got so many cool world-music artists 
and jazz, all kinds of music from every 
continent that I listen to, in case there’s 
a spark and a song that hits. And then 
there are certain songs I have in my 
back pocket that I’ve been waitin’ to 
pull out, like the INXS song that I 
knew I was going to cover, I just didn’t 
know when.”

Besides the five Raitt originals, Dig 
In Deep features a trio of all-stars: Pat 
McLaughlin’s “I Knew”; Michael 
Hutchence and Andrew Farriss’s INXS 
hit “Need You Tonight”; and “Shakin’ 
Shakin’ Shakes,” by Cesar Rosas and 
T Bone Burnett, from the Los Lobos 
album By the Light of the Moon (1987). In 
Raitt’s hands, the tune includes some of 
her patented slide-guitar work—it may 
sound incongruous, but it adds a new 
dimension to this well-known number.

“Being from L.A.—the Los Lobos 
guys are as well—we’ve all grown up 
looking over our shoulders at the earth-
quake scourge. I just thought it was a 
really clever set of lyrics. Musically, the 
chance of playing that particular groove 
with this band....

“[The slide guitar] it’s really fun. 
That’s the fun part about playing elec-
tric guitars, when you just crank it and 
get those whistles. I think we did it in 
one take. I couldn’t bear to stop. I let it 
go all the way to the end so everybody 
could ride along with us!”

Once Raitt had assembled the songs, 
she booked a studio. She brought in her 
road band of Marinelli, bassist James 
“Hutch” Hutchinson, and drummer 
Ricky Fataar, and, as has been the case 
for many years now, sat in the produc-
er’s chair herself.

“I’ve had a partner in producing, but 
I was never, quote unquote, produced 
by someone else. When I worked with 
Paul [Rothchild] and Jerry Ragovoy 
[1974’s Streetlights through 1977’s Sweet 
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has on the audience. My mission was 
to capture what’s going on and not be 
too heavy-handed with manipulating 
what’s already great. Which is harder 
than it sounds. Sometimes, capturing 
that stuff takes a lot of nuance.”

Some of those nuances are in the 
recording of Raitt’s voice. Freeland, 
recording in Pro Tools using Apogee 
A/D converters, took a novel approach 
in recording Raitt’s vocals. “It’s a little 
funny to admit this, but I ended up 
using three mikes [simultaneously], 
which I think is kind of silly. But I used 
a Neumann M49 and then an AEA 
A440, and that’s what I’ve been doing 
on almost everybody for the last few 
years. Bonnie also uses a Telefunken 
251. It’s a brighter mike. It works re-
ally well on her voice. In my mind, I 
thought I would end up picking two of 
them, but then we got so deep into it 
on takes that I was, like, ‘Ah, screw it—
we’ll just keep all three up, I guess.’

“The fun thing is that because they 
all have such different tonalities, you 
can kinda reblend them to get differ-
ent sounds on a per-song basis. If it’s an 
edgier song, you can kind of push the 
brighter mikes; if it’s mellow, you make 
it woollier and fuller. It’s kind of fun, 
as an engineer, that instead of messing 
with EQs or anything like that, I can 
kind of blend microphone choices.”

Balls—as in sonic cojones, some punch, 
maybe too much, in the mix—seems to 
be the most attractive word for describ-
ing the mix of Dig In Deep. “As you’ve 
heard, it’s a tough record. It’s got a lot of 
balls,” Freeland said. “I wanted to make 
the sonics tough, but it’s still beautiful, 
and has all those things that really work 
for her music.”

“I wanna work up to using the word 
balls,” Raitt says in a seperate conversa-
tion. “He’s able to be . . . he can follow 
whatever style of music, and my range 
is pretty broad. He’s true to the spirit 
of the song, and he really gets it. He 
not only gets the musicians and the 
instruments they are playing, but he 
mikes them in a great way. His choice 
of microphones is impeccable, as is his 
mike placement. Ryan is just able to cre-
ate a fantastically organic and live sound. 
He gets everything sounding exactly the 
way it’s coming off the instruments. And 
he’s able to make my voice sound great. 
He’s got balls . . .” [breaks out laughing]

Dig In Deep will be released as a CD, 
high-resolution downloads and as two 
45rpm, 180gm LPs. Kim Rosen was the 
mastering engineer, and the lacquers 
were cut by Cameron Henry at a studio 

called Welcome To 1979, in Nashville, a 
choice Freeland suggested. He heartily 
approves of the results.

“It’s a much more musical sound. 
Sometimes I get [lacquers] back from 
guys, and it doesn’t have the same soul 
as the original file. They changed it. You 
have to make certain changes to get into 
vinyl, but, like any other art form, there 
are ways to do it that can retain the 
integrity of the original concept.”

“People who were getting ready 
to market us, said you know there’s 
a growing market for this audiophile 
format and we think it would be great 
if you’d put it out [in that],” says Raitt. 
“I had a quick learning curve. I said 
‘Are you sure people who listen to me 
would want to hear it like that?’ and 
they said sure. I wasn’t even aware that 
it was possible, so I’m so happy that 
after how much effort we put into it, 
it’s gonna to have audiophiles flippin’ 
because it will be…better than we 
sound live.”

Dig in Deep’s too loud CD mix—
which is odd considering her audience 
is not MP3 listening` teens—suits the 
album’s many up-tempo numbers. 
In the brilliantly titled “The Comin’ 
Round Is Going Through,” Raitt thank-
fully shows no signs of slowing down 
to live in a more ballad-oriented world. 
She still likes to rock. She also remains 
committed to the political activism that 
has always been a part of her music.

“With “The Comin’ Round Is Going 
Through,” I knew I wanted to musically 
add another kind of a Stones, four-on-
the-floor rocker, because this band just 
kills that groove, whether we do ‘Me 
and the Boys’ or a [Fabulous] T-Birds 
tune—that’s one of the places we go. I 
was trying to think what would go with 
that style and I knew I had been brew-
ing to write a song about how pissed off 

I was at how the system of democracy is 
broken in this country and hijacked by 
big money and corporations. Regard-
less of which side of the aisle you’re 
on, everybody agrees—the system is 
broken, and people at the top are mak-
ing too much. And so I just kinda made 
it pretty general, verse by verse, just 
getting the outrage and bile out, so I 
could go onstage and sing it every night, 
especially in an election year. It’s really 
healing. We got in the studio and just 
let it rip, and it really felt good.”

The moderately rocking “What 
You’re Doing to Me” is a gospel-fla-
vored tune on which Raitt plays piano—
and works into her lyrics the term Sturm 
and Drang.

After all that sturm and drang I gave up 
long ago

One too many times around and nothin’ 
left to show

“I was hoping somebody would ask 
me about it! [much laughter] I knew I was 
either gonna get grief for it, or some-
body was going to say ‘Cool!’ I’ve used 
that expression for years, maybe from 
growing up in the theater or something. 
And every once in a while I’ll just throw 
it out there. 

“‘What You’re Doing to Me,’ even 
if it’s wishful thinking or a fantasy, it’s 
something everybody deals with when 
love can get kinda thorny or you just 
had a long dry spell. I mean, I’ve been 
in a relationship for a long time, but it’s 
really fun to be able to sing lyrics like 
that, about how somebody makes you 
feel.”

When it comes to feelings, the fa-
milial deaths that filled Raitt’s life in the 
early aughts have returned in the form 
of friends passing. Several days before 
Raitt and I spoke, Glenn Frey, of the 
Eagles, died suddenly, preceded mere 
weeks before by the deaths of David 
Bowie and Allen Toussaint. 

“Oh, man. B.B. [King] as well. And 
I knew Otis Clay. It’s just been way too 
many. I really was tight with Allen, ever 
since we first met in the early Warner 
Bros. days. And the Meters and I—we 
were all close. And I loved his records. 
And I’d see him every time I played 
Jazz Fest [the New Orleans Jazz & 
Heritage Festival]. We’d go to each oth-
er’s gigs and sit in. It was a true, soulful 
connection and deep friendship, and it 
was such a shock, but I’m so grateful he 
went out doing what he loved. What an 
incredible, unique contribution. What a 
unique, integrous person he was.” n
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April Music Aura Note V2
CD RECEIVER

outer casework and some two dozen 
screws. I declined, mostly out of fear 
that I might not get it all back together 
again. What little I could glimpse dur-
ing those efforts seemed well executed, 
with no unpleasant surprises.

I was thus resigned to depending on 
the distributor, April Music USA, for 
technical information.2 That com-
pany’s Sam Lee told me that the Aura 
Note V2 uses a Cirrus Logic CS4398 
24-bit/192kHz DAC chip, which April 
Music supplements with a digital filter 
of their own design. Lee also informed 
me that the output section of the V2’s 
power amplifier is built using class-D 
amp modules from ICEpower of Den-
mark, with operating voltages provided 
by a switch-mode power supply.

As with the Metronome CD8 S 
CD player I reviewed in the last issue, 

D
escribed by manufacturer 
April Music as an “all-in-
one music center,” the Aura 
Note Version 2 ($2500) is 

a 125Wpc integrated amplifier with 
a built-in CD player, USB DAC, and 
FM tuner. The Aura Note is further 
enhanced by a Bluetooth receiver, a 
pair of line-level output jacks, and a 
headphone jack.

The hackneyed but not inappropri-
ate comparison to a Swiss Army knife 
comes to mind—but where that well-
loved tool does a great many things 
with less than perfection, I’ve now 
heard the Aura Note V2 do at least 
two different things well enough that 
no excuses need be made on its behalf. 
(By contrast, I keep my own Swiss 
Army knife in the glovebox of my car. 
I use its knife blade, scissors, bottle 
opener, screwdriver, and fishhook dis-
gorger only when there are absolutely 
no other tools at hand.) But I’m getting 
ahead of myself . . .

Description

As with Jaws 2, Napoleon III, and Toto 
IV, the appearance of the Version 2 
suggests that there once existed an 
original, unnumbered version of the 
Aura Note. Indeed, in 2005, April Mu-
sic introduced the Aura Note Premier 
music center. That first Aura Note 
was distinguished by casework and 
ergonomics designed by Sir Kenneth 
Grange, the British industrial designer 

behind the Kodak Instamatic camera, 
the original Ronson cigarette lighter, 
the “pregnant kangaroo” enclosure for 
B&W’s DM6 loudspeaker, and other 
iconic consumer goods.1

In 2014, April Music upgraded their 
all-in-one music center to Version 
2 status, while keeping in place all 
the elements of Sir Kenneth’s origi-
nal design. The V2’s D/A converter 
performs at sampling rates of up to 
192kHz (as opposed to the 48kHz lim-
it of the original Aura Note), and can 
play FLAC, WAV, MP3, and WMA 
files from memory sticks inserted in 
its USB Type A socket (the Premier 
played only MP3 and WMA files). 
The V2’s class-D power-amp sec-
tion is specified as providing 125Wpc 
(up from the Premier’s 50Wpc), and 
the V2 is the first Aura Note to be 
equipped with a Bluetooth receiver.

Now: With most review samples 
that come my way, I make every effort 
to pry my way inside the case—care-
fully and reversibly, and without 
risking damage or electrocution—to 
see what makes it tick, and to be able 
to make informed comments about its 
build quality. I found the Aura Note 
V2 practically impenetrable: After a 
few false starts—trying and failing to 
remove the unit’s bottom panel, then 
its side panel, then its metal CD-tray 
liner—it became apparent that access to 
the Aura’s innards could be had only 
by removing at least three parts of its 

Description Solid-state 
integrated amplifier with 
built-in CD player, DAC, FM 
tuner, and Bluetooth receiver. 
Digital inputs: TosLink (up 
to 24-bit/192kHz), USB 
Type A (MP3, WMA, FLAC 
up to 24/96k, WAV up to 
16/44.1k), USB Type B (up 
to 24/192k). Digital filter: 

proprietary, third-order. 
Analog line output: 1 RCA. 
Output power: 125Wpc at 8 
ohms (21dBW). Frequency 
response: 20Hz–25kHz, 
±0.5dB. No other specifica-
tions given.
Dimensions 10.8" (278mm) 
W by 3.9" (100mm) H by 
10.8" (278mm) D. Weight: 

16.5 lbs (7.5kg).
Serial number of unit  

reviewed 
CPV1544W1493V1.
Price $2500. Approximate 
number of dealers: 10.  
Warranty: 2 years.
Manufacturer  
April Music Inc.,  
3-F Bangbae Hill Build-

ing, 882-3 Bangbae-Dong, 
Seocho-Go, Seoul 137-840, 
Korea.  
Tel: (82) 23446-5561.  
Fax: (82) 2-3446-5564. 
Web: www.aprilmusic.com. 
US distributor: April Music 
USA, 500 Central Park Ave., 
Unit 221, Scarsdale, NY 
10583. Tel: (551) 265-1955.

SPECIFICATIONS

The V2 is the first  
Aura Note to be 
equipped with a  
Bluetooth receiver.

1 See http://design.designmuseum.org/design/
kenneth-grange.

2 I don’t mean to suggest that such sources can’t be 
trusted. In 30 years of writing about playback gear, 
I’ve seen few products whose parts failed to match 
the manufacturer’s claims. The only one to raise 
my eyebrows was a monumentally awful-sounding 
loudspeaker I reviewed in 1999, for Listener. Its 
enclosure was permanently sealed in such a way as to 
render its drive-units nonrepairable, nonreplaceable, 
and mostly invisible.
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What sounds better 

than a short cable?

No cable at all.
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A:



stereophile.com n April 2016� 137

APRIL MUSIC AURA NOTE V2

I
performed a full set of measure-

ments on the April Music Aura 

Note V2 using my Audio Preci-

sion SYS2722 system (see the 

January 2008 “As We See It,” www.

stereophile.com/content/measure-

ments-maps-precision). I looked first 

at the behavior of the digital inputs, 

using either S/PDIF data sourced from 

the Audio Precision via an optical link, 

or USB data from my MacBook Pro 

running on battery power. To avoid 

overloading the April’s power-amplifier 

section, I examined the signals at its 

line-output jacks without any load 

attached to the speaker terminals. 

(Plugging headphones into the head-

phone jack mutes both the speaker and 

line-level outputs.) The TosLink input 

locked to data with sample rates up 

to 192kHz. Apple’s AudioMIDI app re-

vealed that the Aura Note V2 accepted 

24-bit integer data at all sample rates 

from 32 to 192kHz. The USB Prober 

utility identified the receiver as the 

“Aura note V2” from “MCSLOGIC,” and 

confirmed that its USB input operated 

in the optimal isochronous asynchro-

nous mode. I didn’t test the Bluetooth 

performance as I regard Bluetooth 

audio as a sonic compromise, due to 

the mandatory lossy codec used.

The Aura Note’s playback of CDs 

boasted one of the greatest tolerances 

of disc defects I have encountered. 

Playing Pierre Verany’s Digital Test 

CD, which has calibrated gaps in 

its data spiral, glitches in the Aura 

Note’s output didn’t appear until the 

gap reached 4mm in length! Digital 

playback preserved absolute polarity 

(ie, was non-inverting) at both the line 

and speaker outputs. A –1kHz tone at 

–12dBFS gave rise to a level of 2.69V at 

the line output with the volume control 

set to its maximum; with the volume 

control set to “70” (–15dB), data at 

–12dBFS resulted in a level of 12.5V 

everything a person might need: a dipole FM antenna, that 
weighty and well-made CD clamp, a USB cable, an AC 
power cord, and a nice new polishing cloth. The V2 itself 
was packed in one of those papery-fabric drawstring bags; it 
fit as snugly as if made for this product and this product only.

In common with other contemporary audio products, 
powering up the V2 was a two-step procedure: The user 
flips a power switch tucked away on the rear panel, then 
presses the Standby button. When I first installed the Aura 

Note, and after I’d 
flipped the former 
yet before I’d pressed 
the latter—I hadn’t yet 
read the instruction 
manual—I was surprised 
to see a message on its 
display: “PM 410.”

Okay, I thought. The source selector defaults to the DAC func-
tion; that’s very nice. But I’m not impressed by the fanciful sampling-
rate estimate, or the fact that they left the C out of PCM. Only 
several minutes later did it occur to me that, in standby 
mode, the Aura Note was merely attempting to tell me the 
time of day. Whoops.

Playing CDs was simple enough: Slide the glass lid to the 
left, place a disc on the transport hub, secure the disc with 
the clamp, and slide the lid back to the right. As long as the 
mode switch is set to CD, the disc will then spin, the most 

the Aura Note’s case is square: 10.8" wide and deep, by 3.9" 
high. Its outer surfaces of heavily chromed steel are bolted 
to aluminum structures of various size, the latter including 
a heatsink that runs the full width of the front panel and 
is naturally integrated with it. On the V2’s top surface is a 
half-width glass lid that slides easily to one side to grant ac-
cess to the top-loading CD transport. A hefty little magnetic 
CD puck, also chromed, is supplied. On the chromed front 
panel are a display offering information of all sorts, and eight 
pushbuttons for various functions: Standby, Volume up and 
down, Play/Pause, Stop, Skip/Search back and forward, and 
Mode, the last for toggling through the V2’s source inputs. 
I found the V2 easy to use—with the possible exception of 
programming the station presets for its FM tuner and con-
necting the V2 to a computer, this product could be oper-
ated without ever glancing at the owner’s manual—and very 
attractive: Whatever they paid him, Sir Kenneth earned it.

Installation and setup

From the moment I opened its carton, everything about the 
Aura Note V2 exuded high quality and an abiding sense that 
April Music’s sole goal had been to make the buyer happy. 
The carton itself was attractive, and clearly sturdy enough to 
make multiple trips. The packing was logical, effective, and 
pleasant to handle, right down to the fingerholds molded 
into the side pieces, located precisely where my fingers 
expected to find them. The accessories box contained 

MEASUREMENTS

Fig.1 April Music Aura Note V2, impulse response 

at 44.1kHz (4ms time window).

Fig.2 April Music Aura Note V2, TosLink input, 

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 April Music Aura Note V2, TosLink input, fre-

quency response at –12dBFS into 100k ohms with 

data sampled at: 44.1kHz (left channel gray, right 

green), 96kHz (left cyan, right magenta), 192kHz 

(left blue, right red) (0.5dB/vertical div.).

Mark Fain’s double 
bass sounded deep 
and powerful yet 
pacey and fast.
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measurements, continued

iMac’s Sound/Output window, and there it was: “Aura note 
V2.” From that moment forward, all was well. The only 
curious thing about the V2’s computer-audio performance 
was the fact that it did not display the sampling rates of the 
files I played.

Incidentally, setting up Bluetooth—which I actually 

basic index data will be displayed on the 
front panel, and the V2 will wait for you to 
press Play (but don’t do it too soon, lest you 
have to do it again). If the mode isn’t set to 
CD, none of those things will happen.

In an effort to use the V2’s USB DAC 
input, I ran a USB cable from my iMac to 
the USB Type B socket on the Aura Note’s 
right side panel. That done, there appeared 
in the Sound/Output window of Apple 
OS10.7.5 . . . absolutely nothing, apart from 
the default “Internal Speakers.” Noting 
that the Aura Note was in standby mode, I 
switched it to normal playback mode and 
tried again. Again, nothing. I tried switch-
ing the input-selector switch to USB. Still 
nothing.

There followed some minutes of flailing 
about—rebooting, trying a different USB 
cable, considering looking at the owner’s 
manual—until I remembered: USB is the 
label of the input associated with the Aura Note’s USB 
Type A socket, which is reserved for the playing of music 
files from memory sticks. The input intended for use with 
USB DACs is labeled PC. Whoops.

Using the front panel’s source-selector switch, I toggled 
through the inputs until I came to PC. I went back to my 

at the speaker terminals. With digital 

data at 0dBFS, the volume control had 

to be set to “53” to give the same level, 

which suggests that volume control 

needs to be set to “70” or below to 

avoid clipping the output stage with 

digital signals.

The impulse response with 44.1kHz 

data (fig.1) indicates that the Aura 

Note’s reconstruction filter is almost 

a minimum-phase type, though there 

is still a small amount of pre-ringing 

present. The rolloff above 20kHz with 

44.1kHz data is slower than usual 

(fig.2, red and magenta traces), though 

the aliasing product of a full-scale tone 

at 19.1kHz at 25kHz (blue, cyan) is still 

suppressed by 110dB. The third har-

monic at 57.3kHz of the fundamental 

tone is relatively high in level, at –63dB 

(0.07%).

Fig.3 shows the digital input’s fre-

quency response with data sampled at 

44.1, 96, and 192kHz. The early rolloff 

with 44.1kHz data (green and gray 

traces) can be seen, with the output 

down by 1.5dB at 20kHz. The low-pass 

rolloff is also earlier than usual at 

the higher sample rates, though with 

192kHz data (blue, red), a slight peak 

is visible above the audioband; still, 

the ultrasonic response extends only 

slightly higher than it does with 96kHz 

data (cyan, magenta).

Channel separation via the digital 

input was excellent, at >115dB below 

2kHz, while fig.4 shows spectral 

analyses of the Aura Note’s output 

when it was fed first dithered 16-bit 

data representing a 1kHz tone at 

–90dBFS (cyan, magenta traces), 

then 24-bit data representing the 

same signal (blue, red). The increase 

in bit depth drops the noise floor by 

around 10dB, which suggests that the 

Fig.4 April Music Aura Note V2, USB input, 

44.1kHz data, 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 April Music Aura Note V2, TosLink input, 

waveform of undithered 1kHz sinewave at 

–90.31dBFS, 16-bit data (left channel blue,  

right red).

Fig.6 April Music Aura Note V2, CD data, high-

resolution jitter spectrum of analog output signal, 

11.025kHz at –6dBFS, sampled at 44.1kHz with LSB 

toggled at 229Hz: 16-bit data (left channel blue, 

right red). Center frequency of trace, 11.025kHz; 

frequency range, ±3.5kHz.
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reissue of violinist David Oistrakh and the London Sym-
phony Orchestra, under the baton of Jascha Horenstein, 
performing Bruch’s Scottish Fantasy (CD, Decca/Classic 
CSCD 6337)—an exceptionally good-sounding CD transfer 
of a remarkable analog recording from 1962. The Cliff 
Notes version of my response: Musically and sonically, the 
V2 played this disc in a manner so similar to my own gear—
with color and clarity, spatial presence, and a good sense of 
momentum and flow—that I just fell into the performance 

attempted before computer-
audio setup, also without 
benefit of instructions—was a 
breeze: In the Settings/Blue-
tooth window of my iPhone 
6 Plus, the paired device came 
up as “Aura note V2(D1:56),” 
and did so in a matter of 
seconds: less a lingering hand-
shake than a quick peck on 
the cheek, but it worked. 

Supplied with the V2 is a 
relatively slim remote-control 
handset, notable only for 
its inclusion of controls not 
found on the front panel: 
buttons for setting time of 
day, creating up to 20 presets 
for the FM tuner, and select-
ing mono—though only for 
cleaning up FM stereo recep-
tion: there was otherwise no provision for mono playback, 
just as there was no balance control. Whoops.

Listening

The first playback source I tried was the Aura Note V2’s 
built-in CD player, and the first recording I tried was a 

digital decoder offers close to 18 bits of 

resolution. This graph was taken with 

USB data; TosLink data gave a slightly 

dirtier-looking noise floor, though 

there was still enough resolution to 

accurately reproduce a dithered 24-bit 

tone at –120dBFS (not shown). With 

undithered 16-bit data representing a 

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

three voltage levels described by the 

data can be seen, but are overlaid with 

high-frequency noise. With undithered 

24-bit data, the waveform was closer 

to a sinewave (not shown).

Overall distortion was relatively low 

through the USB and TosLink inputs, 

though with an equal mix of 19 and 

20kHz tones, the slow reconstruction-

filter characteristic meant that the 

aliasing products at 24.1 and 25.1kHz 

were not as well suppressed as is 

usually the case (not shown). With 

J-Test data played from CD, the Aura 

Note offered excellent jitter suppres-

sion (fig.6). However, with TosLink 

data, a large number of data-related 

sidebands appeared (not shown), sug-

gesting that this input should not be 

used for critical listening.

Turning to the receiver as a whole, 

its two Aux inputs offered an input im-

pedance of between 29 and 36k ohms, 

depending on frequency, and preserved 

absolute polarity at both the speaker 

and line-level outputs. With the volume 

control at its maximum setting, an 

input signal of 1kHz at 100mV resulted 

in an output of 544.5mV at the line-

level output, 14.5V at the headphone 

output and 14.25V into 8 ohms at the 

speaker output, respectively equivalent 

to voltage gains of 14.7 and 43dB. The 

volume control operated in accurate 

steps of 0.5dB, but I found that the 

Aux inputs could be overdriven with an 

input voltage of >3.3V. Given the high 

output of Art Dudley’s EMT cartridge 

(1.05mV at 1kHz with a recorded 

Fig.7 April Music Aura Note V2, frequency 

response at 2.83V into: simulated loudspeaker 

load (gray), 8 ohms (left channel blue, right red), 

4 ohms (left cyan, right magenta), 2 ohms (green) 

(0.5dB/vertical div.).

Fig.8 April Music Aura Note V2, small-signal, 

10kHz squarewave into 8 ohms with Audio  

Precision LPF.

Fig.9 April Music Aura Note V2, spectrum of 1kHz 

sinewave, DC–1kHz, at 1W into 8 ohms with Audio 

Precision LPF (linear frequency scale).

I found the  
V2 easy to  
use and very 
attractive.

Hz Hz

d

B

r

A

d

B

r

A



TriangleART  Distributor, USA | 13908 Ravenwood Dr. | Chino Hills, CA  91709 | 909.465.0222 | katli.com | triangleart.net

A N  I D E A L  B O R N  O F  P A S S I O N

TriangleART is the 

manufacturer of the high-end 

turntable analog play-back 

system, Reference SE. 

This hand-produced 

turntable is designed and 

developed out of long years 

of experiment and an ideal 

born of passion.

i HHill

E AA L B O R NN O F

m

Real High Fidelity.

Brinkmann-USA.com

mystical state of perfect harmonyBalance: /'ba-l n(t)s/verb, adj. :

e



stereophile.com n April 2016� 143

APRIL MUSIC AURA NOTE V2

measurements, continued

and neglected to think.
Of course, by the time Oistrakh entered, I 

realized that I wasn’t hearing the same degrees 
of texture and realistic richness that I get from 
my more expensive Shindo Laboratory electron-
ics: The Aura wasn’t that good—but it was good 
enough to satisfy.

I noted how big and resonant Kenny Burrell’s 
guitar sounded in “A Sleepin’ Bee,” from his Soul 

Call (CD, Prestige/JVC JVCXR-0210-2), and how 
the V2’s good momentum kept the unusually long 
solo intro from faltering, rhythmically. In “Pig in a 
Pen,” from Ricky Skaggs’s Ancient Tones (CD, Skaggs 
Family SKFR-CD 1001), Mark Fain’s double bass 
sounded deep and powerful yet pacey and fast, and 
the vocals were vividly present in space.

But also with that last disc, when I pushed the 
volume too far, Stuart Duncan’s fiddle intro to 
“Lonesome Night” sounded too aggressive. In 
fact, after a few weeks with the Aura Note V2, I 
came to realize that it had a loudness level beyond 
which it did not care to go; up to that point, it 
sounded better than its very reasonable price 
would suggest—but in very loud playback its top 
end coarsened a bit. The same effect set in when 
I asked the V2 to play early (read: terrible) CDs, 

velocity of 5cm/s) and the high gain 

of the combination of the his Shindo 

Aurieges phono preamplifier and Hom-

mage transformer (>60dB), I suspect 

that these were the root causes of the 

crackling he heard when playing LPs. 

Yes, 3.3V represents a 10dB margin 

compared with the amplified voltage of 

the EMT cartridge at 5cm/s, but peaks 

on LPs can exceed 10dB ref. the same 

5cm/s.

The preamplifier outputs offered a 

source impedance of a suitably low 43 

ohms, the headphone output a high 

300 ohms. Because the Aura Note V2 

has a class-D output stage, there was 

almost 1V of ultrasonic noise pres-

ent on its speaker output terminals, 

with a frequency of 508kHz when no 

signal was being amplified. I therefore 

measured the amplifier’s behavior 

using, ahead of the analyzer, an Audio 

Precision AUX-0025 passive low-pass 

filter and for some measurements an 

additional brick-wall filter at 40kHz. 

The Aura Note’s output impedance at 

low and middle frequencies was a low 

0.09 ohm. However, I couldn’t get a 

meaningful measurement at the top of 

the audioband with my usual voltage-

drop method, as the output voltage 

was higher into 4 ohms than into 8 

ohms, due to the output filter and the 

load forming a resonant circuit. This 

can be seen in fig.7, where the output 

at 20kHz rises more into 2 ohms 

(green trace) than into 8 ohms (blue, 

red). The output plunges above 30kHz 

into all loads, but the modulation of the 

response by the Ohm’s law interac-

tion between the amplifier’s output 

impedance and the impedance of our 

standard simulated loudspeaker is 

minimal (fig.7, gray trace). Commend-

ably, the frequency response was not 

affected by the setting of the volume 

control, but the resonant behavior at 

the top of the audioband gives rise to 

a critically damped overshoot on the 

leading edges of a 10kHz squarewave 

(fig.8.).

Channel separation at the speaker 

output was modest, at 60dB across the 

audioband. However, the amplifier’s 

Fig.10 April Music Aura Note V2, THD+N (%) vs 

1kHz continuous output power into 8 ohms with 

Audio Precision LPF.

Fig.11 April Music Aura Note V2, THD+N (%) vs 

1kHz continuous output power into 4 ohms with 

Audio Precision LPF.

Fig.12 April Music Aura Note V2, THD+N (%) vs 

frequency at 12.65V into: 8 ohms (left channel blue, 

right red), 4 ohms (left cyan, right magenta), 2 

ohms (gray) with Audio Precision LPF.

The colors and texture 
of the clarinets were 

richly gorgeous and 
convincing.
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from the collection Valentina Lisitsa Plays Philip Glass (Decca, 
24/96 download), I was impressed with the V2’s portrayal 
of the piano’s tone, and of Lisitsa’s variations in touch and 
flexible tempos (a little too flexible in some numbers, I 
think). Again, the sound seemed to coarsen somewhat on 
notes she played very loudly—an effect I avoided by keeping 
a judicious hand on the V2’s volume buttons.

Anxious to try LPs through the ostensibly line-only Aura 
Note V2, I pressed into 
service Shindo’s outboard 
phono preamp, the Aur-
ieges Equalizer Amplifier,3

and directed its output to 
the V2’s Line Input 1. I be-
gan playing Britten’s Young 
Person’s Guide to the Orchestra, 

with the composer conducting the London Symphony (LP, 
Decca SXL 6110), but was alarmed by a crackly distortion 
on the peaks of percussion instruments that sounded for all 
the world like coarse mistracking. WTF?

I disconnected the Aurieges phono preamp, plugged it 
into a line input of my regular Shindo electronics setup, and 
sat down to listen, worried that perhaps my EMT TSD 15 
cartridge was ill. It wasn’t—all was fine. Similarly, I retrieved 

such as Matthew Best and the Corydon Singers’ recording 
of the Vaughan Williams Te Deum (Hyperion CDA66076), 
in which the choir’s full-throttle entrance exhibited signs of 
audible strain. That coarseness was much less audible, and 
thus much less objectionable, through my DeVore Fidelity 
Orangutan O/96 speakers than through my Altec Valencias.

With the Aura Note’s mode switch set to PC, I set about 
listening to a variety of files, noting as I did the V2’s most 
consistent pluses: clarity, color, and, best of all, the same ex-
cellent sense of musical momentum and flow I heard while 
playing CDs. With “The Creation,” from Franz Waxman’s 
score for The Bride of Frankenstein, performed by Kenneth 
Alwyn and the Westminster Philharmonic Orchestra (AIFF 
from CD, Silva Screen FILMCD 135), the instruments 
were musically and spatially distinct from one another, and 
all were timbrally convincing. The insistent beating of the 
damped kettledrum had the right tension and touch, and the 
Aura Note effectively telegraphed the instrument’s changes 
in intensity and, at the climax, in tempo. This recording uses 
a synthesizer in place of the called-for Ondes Martenot (es-
sentially, a Theremin with more precise pitch control), and 
its sound rose and fell with fine color. And the big orchestral 
flourish that, in the film, coincides with Dr. Pretorius’s (Er-
nest Thesiger) titular line was powerful and poised, though 
the orchestral bells were just a bit harsh in the loudest peaks.

Listening to Opening, Metamorphosis One, and Truman Sleeps, 

noise floor was free from AC-supply 

spuriae (fig.9), and while the un-

weighted, wideband signal/noise ratio 

(ref.2.83V into 8 ohms, taken with 

the inputs shorted to ground and the 

AP low-pass filter in circuit) was just 

62.5dB, this improved to a respectable 

80dB when the measurement band-

width was restricted to the audioband, 

and to 84.3dB when A-weighted.

The Aura Note V2’s maximum 

power is specified as 125Wpc into 8 

ohms (21dBW). How the percentage of 

THD+noise changed with output power 

with both channels driven into 8 and 4 

ohms is respectively shown in figs. 10 

and 11. With our definition of clipping 

as being when the THD+N reaches 1%, 

the amplifier clips at 148Wpc into 8 

ohms (21.7dBW) and 270Wpc into 4 

ohms (21.3dBW). This little ampli-

fier is a powerhouse! I plotted how 

the THD+N percentage changed with 

frequency at a level, 12.65V, where I 

could be sure I was looking at distor-

tion rather than noise. The resultant 

graph (fig.12) shows a constant level 

of THD+N at low and middle frequen-

cies, but the usual rise in the top audio 

octaves. The 2 ohm trace (gray) was 

taken with just one channel driven, 

which is presumably why it shows 

lower THD+N below 2kHz than do the 

4 and 8 ohm traces.

At moderate powers, the Aura Note’s 

distortion is predominantly third-

harmonic in nature (fig.13), though the 

two channels differ slightly in their har-

monic makeups (fig.14). At low powers, 

any distortion components are buried 

beneath the noise floor (not shown). 

Despite its decreasing linearity at high 

frequencies, the Aura Note V2 did well 

on the demanding high-power, high-

frequency intermodulation test (fig.15). 

The difference component at 1kHz lay 

at –96dB (0.0015%), and the higher-

order, higher-frequency components 

are all at or below –76dB (0.015%).

Other than the disappointing per-

formance via its TosLink input, April 

Music’s Aura Note V2 CD receiver 

performed well on the test bench. 

—John Atkinson

Fig.13 April Music Aura Note V2, 1kHz waveform at 

20W into 8 ohms, 0.01% THD+N (blue); distortion 

and noise waveform with fundamental notched out 

(red, not to scale), with Audio Precision LPF.

Fig.14 April Music Aura Note V2, spectrum of 

50Hz sinewave, DC–1kHz, at 40W into 4 ohms 

(linear frequency scale).

Fig.15 April Music Aura Note V2, HF intermodula-

tion spectrum, DC–30kHz, 19+20kHz at 100W 

peak into 4 ohms (linear frequency scale).

3 See my Follow-Up in the November 2015 issue: www.stereophile.com/content/
shindo-aurieges-equalizer-amplifier.

I pressed into  
service Shindo’s  
outboard phono  
preamp.
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the NightHawks-V2 combination sounded grand. I heard 
no strain or grain of any sort—just a pleasantly richer-than-
average listening experience. It never got better than with 
“Bunyan’s Hymn (Monks Gate),” from John Renbourn’s 
Traveller’s Prayer (CD, Shanachie 78018): The fingerpicked 
steel-string guitar had beautiful tone, touch, and scale, and 
the colors and texture of the clarinets were richly gorgeous 
and convincing.

Conclusion

For approximately two-thirds the price of an Aura Note 
Version 2, one can buy a Vorwerk Thermomix: a comput-
erized kitchen appliance that chops, dices, kneads, blends, 
purées, shreds, steams, bakes, and sautés food. Since most 
households contain at least one person who has an inter-
est in preparing food, the Thermomix would seem to have 
a sizable target audience, notwithstanding its considerable 
price; that said, there will remain segments of that market 
more attuned to traditional cooking—or to heating frozen 
entrées in the microwave, or to eating out.

Similarly, there’s an audience for the Aura Note V2, some 
members of which may have even grander playback gear in 
a different room or domicile—while for others, an all-in-
one, just-add-speakers music center is sufficient. For either 
such buyer, the V2 offers a generally very good musical and 
sonic experience, though I’d approach the mating of it with 
a phono preamp with caution if I approached it at all, and 
I advise similar care in speaker matching. Recommended, 
with caveats. n

from the other room my Croft Phono Integrated amplifier 
and used that to drive my speakers, with the Aurieges phono 
preamp feeding one of the Croft’s line inputs. I heard no 
harshness.

I plugged the phono pre right back into the Aura Note, 
this time selecting Line Input 2, then reconnected the 
speakers to the V2’s outputs and tried again. I heard the 
same harshness on the same peaks. Then, in one of those I 
know this won’t work but I feel professionally obligated to try fits of 
activity, I tried running extra ground leads between various 
components, then tried changing my Shindo and Audio 
Note AN-Vx interconnects to other types. Nevertheless, 
through either of the Aura Note’s line-level inputs, the 
Shindo Aurieges phono pre sounded unnaturally harsh, in a 
sense that suggested insufficient headroom in the V2.

Concerned—who wouldn’t be?—I decided to try the V2’s 
line inputs with another line-level source: my Sony SCD-
777 SACD/CD player. I played the 2002 reissue of Glenn 
Gould’s 1981 recording of J.S. Bach’s Goldberg Variations (3 
CDs, Sony Classical/Legacy S3K 87703).4 It sounded fine, 
and at least categorically similar to what I hear when I play 
that recording on the Sony through my Shindo electronics—
a not-terribly-good recording of a decidedly peculiar-sound-
ing concert grand—but absent the slightest suggestion of 
distortion on the peaks.

As Viv Stanshall says at the end of the Bonzo Dog Band’s 
“Shirt,” I think we’re going to have to leave it there. In the 
event that the output of this $7900 phono preamplifier was 
too high for the input circuitry of this $2950 music center, 
the pairing is sufficiently unlikely as to leave me uncon-
cerned—unless, of course, John Atkinson’s measurements 
discover in the Aura Note some evidence of incompatibility 
with a larger selection of phono stages.

Over the Air Listening

As I mentioned earlier, the V2’s Bluetooth function worked—
an outcome that, in the early days of that technology’s 
adoption by the domestic-audio industry, was all one could 
ask. Today, Bluetooth is rosier—clearer, less murky, wider 
of bandwidth—and while the V2’s wireless playback was 
sufficiently grainy not to be mistaken for high resolution, 
I found it surprisingly satisfying. And while “convenience” 
has never been my hi-fi watchword, I couldn’t help being 
tickled by the ability to walk into the room and immediately 
play a song from my iPhone. (My 2010 Volkswagen Tiguan 
isn’t sufficiently high-tech to allow such a thing—even when 
it’s not on the lift at my local dealer’s service department.)

From there, I made my way to the V2’s FM tuner, which 
I tried with the included dipole antenna (the product 
formerly known as A Piece Of Wire), which plugs into a 
female F-connector on the V2’s rear panel. Unfortunately, 
neither that nor my own el-cheapo indoor antenna were 
able to retrieve any signals that were both usable by the V2’s 
tuner and representative of radio programming that I wished 
to hear.5

Headphone Listening

Finally, a word about using the Aura Note V2 with head-
phones—in this instance, a loaner pair of AudioQuest Night-
Hawks, about which Herb Reichert wrote in the December 
2015 edition of “Gramophone Dreams.”6 As Herb pointed 
out, it takes a while for a new pair of NightHawks to shake 
off their darkness; I have no idea how far along the tonal 
continuum this pair had progressed, but I do know that 

Analog Sources Garrard 301, Thorens TD 124 turntables; 

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

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

Mono II cartridges.

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

verter; Apple iMac G5 computer running Audirvana Plus 

1.5.12; Sony SCD-777 SACD/CD player.

Preamplification Auditorium 23 Hommage T2 step-up 

transformer, Shindo Laboratory Aurieges Equalizer Ampli-

fier phono preamplifier & Masseto preamplifier.

Power Amplifiers Shindo Laboratory Corton-Charlemagne 

monoblocks.

Loudspeakers Altec Valencia, DeVore Fidelity Orangutan 

O/96.

Cables USB: Wireworld Revelation 2.0. Interconnect: Audio 

Note AN-Vx, Nordost Blue Heaven, Shindo Laboratory 

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

cords.

Accessories Box Furniture Company D3S rack (source & 

amplification components), Audiodesksysteme Gläss Vinyl 

Cleaner.—Art Dudley

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

4 This was mastered not from the 1981 digital recording—which, by 2002, Sony 
themselves and even a few members of the techie community were able to admit 
sounded awful—but from the analog safety recording made at the session, which it 
appears that no one, until then, had ever bothered listening to.

5 It seems that, in the months since I last wrote about the enjoyment of FM 
broadcasts, the Jesus stations in these radio-deprived outlands have upped their 
transmitting game. Literally the only intelligible broadcast I heard while scanning 
the airwaves with this tuner was this impassioned sentence fragment: “. . . IN-
FLICTED BY AN ARROW FROM THE BOW OF GOD’S COVENANT!” 
I bailed.

6 See www.stereophile.com/content/gramophone-dreams-7-page-2.
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in beige or pale blue, us-
ing either the Aurender 
Conductor app (see later) 
or one of the four buttons 
to the screen’s right. The 
other three buttons are the 
usual Play/Pause and Track 

Forward and Back functions.
The sides resemble black-finished heatsinks, while the 

rear panel offers, from left to right: an AES/EBU digital 
output on an XLR jack; coaxial S/PDIF digital outputs 
on RCA and BNC jacks; a TosLink optical output; a Class 
2 USB Type A jack for outputting data to a USB DAC; 
a stack of two USB Type A jacks for connecting external 
drives; a Gigabit Ethernet port; and the AC outlet and On/
Off switch. (There is a Sleep/Wake button to the left of the 
front-panel display.)

The N10 is a good-looking, solidly finished piece of kit.

W
hen I reviewed the Antipodes DX Refer-
ence in October 2015,1 that $7500 media 
server made musical mincemeat of my 
regular computer audio setup: a headless 

2.7GHz i7 Mac mini fitted with 8GB of RAM and Pure 
Music and Audirvana apps. Coincident with the publica-
tion of that review, Aurender launched its N10 music server 
($7999) at the 2015 Rocky Mountain Audio Fest. I had 
been impressed with Aurender’s Flow USB headphone 
amplifier when I reviewed it in June 2015,2 so I asked for 
an N10.

On the Outside

Designed in California and manufactured in South Korea, 
Aurender’s N10 is a smart-looking if hefty component, 
163⁄4" wide and weighing 26 lbs, with a large Active Matrix 
Organic LED (AMOLED) screen in the center of its front 
panel. This screen has two individual “windows” that can 
be switched between displays of the metadata of a selected 
file being played and the identity of the USB-connected 
DAC being used, and a pair of VU-type meters, illuminated 

Description Media Server 
running Linux. Formats 
supported: WAV, AIFF, 
FLAC, ALAC, AAC, M4A, 
MP3, APE, DSF, DFF. Internal 
storage: 4TB (two 2TB hard 
disks) plus 240GB solid-
state cache drive. Resolution 
and sample rates supported: 
PCM up to 32-bit/384kHz, 

DSD64, DSD128. Inputs: 
Ethernet, two USB Type 
A. Outputs: USB Class 2.0 
(Type A jack), AES/EBU 
(XLR), S/PDIF (coaxial RCA 
and BNC), TosLink optical.
Dimensions 16.77" (430mm) 
W by 3.24" (83mm) H by 
13.77" (353mm) D. Weight: 
approximately 26 lbs (11kg).

Finishes Silver, black.
Serial number of unit 

reviewed N10-003a27 
(N10); v.4.3.155 (N10 system 
software); v.2.2.13 (Aurender 
Conductor app).
Price $7999. Approximate 
number of dealers: 60 (US),  
12 (Canada).
Manufacturer Aurender Co. 

Ltd, Dongan-gu, Anyang-si 
Beolmal-ro 126 OBIZ Tower 
12th. (1211-1213) Gyungi-Do, 
South Korea 14057.  
US: Aurender America Inc., 
2519 W. Woodland Drive, 
Anaheim, CA 92801  
Web: www.aurender.com.

SPECIFICATIONS

JOHN ATKINSON

Aurender N10
MUSIC SERVER

Tidal streams can 
be mixed with 
local files in the 
playlist window.

1 See www.stereophile.com/content/antipodes-dx-reference-music-server.

2 See www.stereophile.com/content/aurender-flow-da-headphone-amplifier.
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W
ith a media server like the 

Aurender N10, there’s not 

much that can be assessed 

on the test bench. However, I did look 

at the properties of the N10’s AES/

EBU output, using a 45’-long cable to 

connect the N10 in the listening room 

to my Audio Precision SYS2722 in the 

test lab. Even so, with the N10 playing 

24-bit J-Test data sampled at 44.1kHz, 

the jitter in the AES/EBU datastream 

was very low, at 293.3 picoseconds 

(average value over a 700Hz–100kHz 

bandwidth). The eye pattern (fig.1) was 

wide open, as it should be.

All 24 bits were active in the digital 

outputs with 24-bit PCM files and 

transcoded DSD files. However, there 

was one peculiarity with DSD: The Au-

render app offers the user the choice 

of transcoding DSD files either to 

88.2kHz-sampled PCM or to 176.4kHz 

PCM, but no matter which I selected, 

I always got a 24-bit PCM stream 

sampled at 176.4kHz.—John Atkinson

and the digital-audio-handling section shielded within a 
machined-aluminum subenclosure. Removing the engraved 
cover from the subenclosure reveals a neat layout, with a 
large can in the center marked “OCXO 12.8MHz.” This 
Oven-Controlled Crystal Oscillator keeps the master clock 
at a constant temperature to eliminate any changes in its op-
erating frequency due to temperature fluctuations. There are 
two other crystals on the board, along with large chips from 
XMOS and Xilinx. The Xilinx is a Spartan Field Program-
mable Gate Array (FPGA) that Aurender uses to implement 
a digital phase-locked loop system that they say “precisely 
times the digital data transmission, reducing jitter to near 
immeasurable levels.”

Overall, the N10’s full-size enclosure and the layout of its 
circuitry suggest that Aurender’s designers have paid atten-

On the Inside

Like the Antipodes server, the 
Aurender N10 is actually a 
single-purpose computer. Run-
ning a modified version of the 
open-source Linux operating 
system, it’s dedicated to retriev-
ing audio files—from an external NAS drive, or a drive 
plugged into one of its Type A USB ports, or its internal 
storage—and, with the highest precision, sending the data 
to its Class 2 USB Type B output port or to one of its serial 
digital audio ports.

Looking first at the hardware, three 2x9V, 25VA toroidal 
transformers behind the front panel form the basis of a hefty 
power supply. Internal storage comprises two 2TB Western 
Digital Green hard drives, along with a 240GB solid-state 
disk (SSD) that’s used to cache files before playback. These 
drives, too, are mounted behind the front panel, in a small 
card frame. When a selected song or album is cached on the 
SSD, the hard drive storing the original files remains asleep, 
prolonging the drive’s life. Playing cached files from the SSD 
also eliminates electrical and acoustic noise from spinning 
disks and moving heads.

The circuitry is carried on a large, multilayer printed-
circuit board, with a hefty heatsink over the microprocessor 

MEASUREMENTS

Fig.1 Aurender N10, AES/EBU output, eye pattern 

with 44.1kHz J-Test data. (50ns/horizontal div.).

tion to detail regarding RFI isolation 
and shielding, as should be the case at 
a price of $7999.

Conducting

While audio files can be navigated 
with the N10’s front-panel buttons, 
it is Aurender’s Conductor app that 
mostly will be used to control the 
server. This runs on iPads (an Android  
version is under development), and 
manages both file playback and all the 
N10’s settings and functions. I down-
loaded the app from the Apple App 
Store, installed it on my iPad mini, and 
logged on to the family’s protected 
WiFi network. The N10 had already 
been connected to the router via Eth-
ernet, and I’d copied both my iTunes 
library and a large number of high-
resolution FLAC and DSD files to its 
internal storage over the network. As 
soon as I ran the app, it found the N10 
and asked if I wanted to connect to it. 

The Oven-Controlled Crystal  
Oscillator keeps the master  
clock at a constant temperature.

Above: In the center of 

the audio circuitry is a 

can containing the Oven-

Controlled Crystal Oscillator. 

Right: three toroidal 

transformers are mounted 

behind the N10’s front panel.

sec

V
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pressing the Help button on the app’s Settings screen  
requests support, and allows an Aurender engineer to  
diagnose and fix the problems over the Internet.

Listening

Triggered by Larry Greenhill’s review of Tannoy’s TS2.12 
subwoofer in February, where he mentioned using a per-
formance of Beethoven’s Symphony 7 by Michael Tilson 
Thomas and the San Francisco Symphony, I downloaded the 
files from http://sanfranciscosymphony.downloadsnow.net/, 
and dragged’n’dropped them onto one of the N10’s internal 
drives. LG had auditioned the DSD64 files, but as the SFSO 
lists the provenance of the recording as being 24-bit PCM at 
96kHz, that’s what I bought. (Why move a step further away 
from the original format?) From the opening declamatory 
chord through the glorious melodies in the first movement, 
the shuffling rhythm in the second movement, the joyous 
scherzo, to the triumphant horns in the final movement, 
the symphony that Richard Wagner called Beethoven’s 
“apotheosis of the dance,” sourced from the Aurender, had 
me glued to my seat, though with feet tapping.

I switched to the Antipodes DX Reference playing the 
same FLAC files and was hard put to hear any change in the 

Indeed I did!
Once the app was running, I selected the Settings Menu, 

which lets you turn on DSD-to-PCM transcoding (this af-
fects only the serial digital outputs, not the USB output), see 
how much space there is on the hard drives, set up the N10 
to stream music from Tidal, connect to any NAS drive on 
the same network, and adjust the appearance of the front-
panel display (see first iPad screenshot above). While I was 
doing this, the N10 was scanning and organizing the files it 
found in its storage and preparing them for playback.

Playing music with the N10 is a simple matter of selecting 
an album or individual songs, and adding them to a playlist 
in a window on the left of the screen with the transport con-
trols at the top (see second screenshot). The library can be 
arranged by Artist, Album, Composer, Genre, Song, etc.—or 
by applying a filter, such as “just show DSD files” (see third 
screenshot).

Tidal streams can be mixed with local files in the playlist 
window; swiping the app’s library window to the right 
reveals the metadata for the song being played (see fourth 
screenshot). When you click on an album or artist and touch 
“Add all songs,” a button with a stylized “W” appears at the 
bottom left of the submenu. Clicking on that brings up a 
browser window with the appropriate entry from Wikipe-
dia, and while this is not as extensive as the AllMusic Guide 
information accessible with the iPeng app used with the 
Antipodes server, it serves its purpose.

Setting up the N10 and the Conductor app was straight-
forward, but if the N10’s owner does run into a roadblock, 

Clockwise from upper left: The Conductor app’s Settings screen; the D10’s 

music library can display files by Artist, Composer, Genre, Song, etc.—or 

by Album, as in this screenshot; when a DSD file is played, the N10’s AES/

EBU and S/PDIF outputs can stream a transcoded PCM version; swiping the 

Conductor’s library window to the right reveals a song’s metadata.
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USB data to the PS Audio DirectStream DAC, Curzon’s 
arpeggiated musings in the slow movement still sounded 
magically mysterious. This server is a keeper.

Conclusion

Aurender’s line of music servers contains models more and 
less expensive—they range from $2499 to $17,600—but at 
$7999, the N10 hits the sweet spot where price, features, 
and functionality converge. Yes, apps like Roon offer much 
greater integration with metadata sources, but I very much 
enjoyed my time with the N10, especially given its sound 
quality and the usability of Aurender’s Conductor app. 
Highly recommended. n

sound. The Antipodes server’s superbly palpable imaging 
was matched by the Aurender’s. Both effortlessly connected 
me with the music of “I Say,” from Happy Rhodes’s 1993 
EP, HR5 (16/44.1 ALAC, Aural Gratification). (A shout-out 
to Jon Iverson for turning me on to this idiosyncratic singer 
in his January review of the Apogee Groove headphone 
amplifier.3) Using all of her four-octave range, Rhodes has 
laid down multiple vocal lines over a haunting, chugging, 
gamelan-esque instrumental backing. As I’d connected the 
N10 to the PS Audio DirectStream DAC via both USB and 
S/PDIF coaxial links, I could play this hypnotic song over 
and over with the Aurender app, ostensibly to compare the 
sounds of the different outputs, but actually just to groove 
on the groove. I heard no meaningful differences.

I did hear a difference between a DSD file played natively 
via USB and transcoded in real time to 176.4kHz PCM 
via S/PDIF. When I played the “Moonlight,” from Pe-
ter Takács’s complete cycle of Beethoven’s piano sonatas 
(DSD64 files, Cambria Master Recordings), the DSD 
version was louder. Checking with a DSD64 1kHz tone, I 
confirmed the level difference: a very audible 6.5dB. Pecu-
liarly, with a DSD128 file, the difference was smaller, with a 
level reduction for the PCM version of just 0.72dB. (Perhaps 
the digital filter that transcodes DSD to PCM reduces the 
level to avoid the possibility of peak clipping, but why, then, 
the difference in level between DSD64 and DSD128 files?) 
Once I’d adjusted for the level difference with the Beethoven 
sonata, the difference between DSD and PCM was very dif-
ficult to hear—if at all.

Over the past year, I’ve been working my way through 
The Decca Sound: The Analogue Years—a boxed set of classic 
classical recordings from the English record company (50 
CDs, Decca 001934702)4—ripping the CDs to ALAC files as 
I do so. An album from this collection that I keep returning 
to is Clifford Curzon’s performance of Brahms’s Piano Con-
certo 1 with the London Symphony conducted by George 
Szell, which is displacing in my affections Emil Gilels’s 1972 
version, with Eugen Jochum and the Berlin Philharmonic. 
Recorded in London’s Kingsway Hall in 1962, by Decca’s 
A team of producer John Culshaw and engineer Ken-
neth Wilkinson, this recording has a bold, upfront balance. 
Nevertheless, with the files played on the Aurender feeding 

Digital Sources Apple 2.7GHz i7 Mac mini running OS 

10.10.3, iTunes 12, Pure Music 2.0, Audirvana Plus 1.5.10; 

Antipodes DX Reference music server; iPad mini running 

Aurender Conductor app for N10, iPeng 8 for Antipodes 

DX; PS Audio PerfectWave DirectStream D/A processor; 

AudioQuest JitterBug USB noise filter; UpTone Audio USB 

Regen.

Preamplifier Ayre KX-R Twenty.

Power Amplifiers Vandersteen M7-HPA monoblocks.

Loudspeakers Vandersteen Model 7 Mk.II.

Cables Digital: AudioQuest Coffee (USB) & Vodka (Ether-

net), Kimber Kable Orchid (AES/EBU), Esperanto Audio 

(S/PDIF). Interconnect (balanced): AudioQuest Wild. 

Speaker: AudioQuest/Vandersteen. AC: Kubala-Sosna 

Elation!, manufacturers’ own.

Accessories Target TT-5 equipment racks; Ayre Acoustics 

Myrtle Blocks; ASC Tube Traps, RPG Abffusor panels; Shu-

nyata 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 

circuits, 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

3 See www.stereophile.com/content/apogee-electronics-groove-da-headphone-
amplifier. 

4 See www.stereophile.com/content/idecca-sound-analogue-yearsi.
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T
he first I heard about Elac’s new Debut 
line of speakers was from two 12-year-
olds at T.H.E. Show Newport Beach 
2015. “Elac’s room is making the best 

sound at the show,” they said. 
Elac? I thought. I have an Elac Miracord 40A 

turntable. Hmmmm . . .
So I walked to Elac’s room and listened to the 

Debut B5 bookshelf speakers ($229.99/pair). I 
was impressed—but maybe not as impressed as 
everyone else in the room seemed to be. In the 
halls, people were raving: “Did you hear Andrew 
Jones’s new speaker?” Show bloggers went crazy. 
People kept asking me, “Herb—what’d you think 
of the Elacs?” My polite response was always, “I’m 
glad I’m not in the business of making $1000/pair 
speakers.” I’d heard for myself how the Debut 
B5s did all the audiophile-checklist stuff: Bass, 
midrange, treble—all seemed pretty balanced. 
Nothing annoying jumped out to bite my ears. 
Imaging seemed competent. But I didn’t feel that 
amazingness that everyone else seemed to feel.

I found this intriguing. I also had an intuition 
that the diamond of the Debut series might be 
the slightly larger B6 ($279.99/pair), and I asked 
designer Andrew Jones if I could review it. Usu-
ally, Jones smiles and jokes a lot. Now he paused, 
a serious quizzical expression on his face, and 
studied me closely. After a long silence, his smile 
reappeared. “What magazine do you write for?” 
I told him I was a cub reporter at Stereophile and 
handed him my card . . .

Elacrity

By the time I received my review pair, I’d read 
everything I could find on the Web about the 
Elac Debut series. I learned that these speakers 

Description Two-way stand-
mounted loudspeaker with 
double-flared port. Drive-
units: 1" (25mm) cloth-dome 
tweeter, 6.5" (162mm) 
aramid-fiber woofer. Cross-
over frequency: 3kHz. Fre-
quency range: 44Hz–20kHz. 
Sensitivity: 87dB/2.83V/m. 
Nominal impedance: 6 ohms. 

Maximum amplification: 
120W.
Dimensions 13.9" (356mm) 
H by 8.4" (216mm) W by 
9.9" (254mm) D. Weight: 
14.3 lbs (6.5kg).
Serial number of units 

reviewed 31921152745001311 
(both), “Designed in Califor-
nia, Manufactured in China.”

Finish Black brushed vinyl.
Price $279.99/pair. Approxi-
mate number of dealers: 30. 
Warranty: three years parts 
and labor.
Manufacturer  
Elac Electroacoustic GmbH, 
Rendsburger Landstrasse 
215, 24113 Kiel, Germany.  
Tel: (49)431 64774 0.  

Web: www.elac.com. 
US distributor:  
Elac Americas, LLC,  
11145 Knott Avenue,  
Suites E & F, Cypress, CA 
90630.  
Tel: (714) 252-8843.  
Web: www.elac.com.

SPECIFICATIONS

HERB REICHERT

Elac Debut B6
LOUDSPEAKER
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I
used DRA Labs’ MLSSA system 
and a calibrated DPA 4006 
microphone to measure the Elac 
Debut B6’s frequency response in 

the farfield; for the nearfield frequency 
response, I used an Earthworks QTC-
40, which has a 1⁄4" capsule and thus 
doesn’t present a significant obstacle 
to the sound.

My estimate of the Elac B6’s volt-

age sensitivity was 85dB/2.83V/m, 
which is 2dB below the specified 
87dB/2.83V/m. I suspect that this 
difference is due to the B6’s behavior 
in the top octaves (see later). I have 
plotted how the Elac’s impedance var-
ies with frequency on a more extended 
vertical scale than usual (fig.1), as the 
magnitude remains above my usual 
20-ohm scale limit for the entire treble 
region. With a minimum value of 6 
ohms at 190Hz and an electrical phase 
angle that is high only when the imped-
ance magnitude is also high, this will 
be a very easy load for the partner-
ing amplifier to drive. Herb Riechert 
commented that the B6 “seems to like 
tubes.” Indeed it does, and the shape of 
the solid impedance trace in this graph 
does suggest that the speaker’s treble 
will be a little higher in level when con-
nected to a tube amplifier’s 8 ohm taps 
(again, see later).

A prominent discontinuity in the 
traces just below 200Hz suggests that 
the enclosure has a serious resonance 
at that frequency. While setting up 
the speaker on my turntable stand to 
measure it, I noted that the cabinet 
seemed very lively—investigating 
the panels’ vibrational behavior with 
a plastic-tape accelerometer, I found 
a very high-level, high-Q resonant 
mode at 188Hz that was present on 
all surfaces but highest in level on the 
side panels (fig.2). As HR wrote of the 
sound through the B6es of a recording 
of male voice and double bass, “I heard 
that vibrating box—not a little, but a 
lot. . . . [The speakers] were vibrating 
like sex toys!” There are also some 
high-level resonant modes present in 
the midrange.

The saddle centered on 48Hz in 
the impedance magnitude trace in 
fig.1 suggests that this is the tuning 

by Andrew Jones, are a 1" fabric-dome tweeter and a 
6.5" woofer with a woven aramid-fiber cone, crossed over 
at 3kHz. The tweeter fires through a screen-like “deep-
spheroid” waveguide, which is said to shape its dispersion 
pattern and, in the process, minimize cabinet diffraction. 
The woofer is reflex-loaded with a port that’s flared at both 
ends. The specs for sensitivity and impedance are 87dB and 
6 ohms, respectively.

Jones recommends stands 22–24"-tall stands for the 
Debut B6. I placed them on my 24" Sound Anchor stands 
($700/pair) in the exact positions—28" from the front wall—
just vacated by Technics’ Premium Class SB-C700 speakers 
($1700), which I’d reviewed for the January 2016 issue.2 All 
of my listening to the Elacs was done with their tweeters 
at or below the height of my ears in the listening position. 
I used a few different amps, including a 36Wpc EL34-
powered PrimaLuna ProLogue Premium Stereo amplifier 
($2195, under review) with AudioQuest GO-4 speaker 
cables ($528.75/6' pair).

Listening

I listened to the Elac Debut B6es for days and weeks. I 
listened to my favorite instruments: pianos, pipe organs, and 
le piano à bretelles. The bass quality was surprising. The tonal 
character seemed right on. I listened to a lot of blues and 
zydeco. The B6es could boogie and strut. I played records I 
hadn’t played in years, and really dug them all.

No matter what music I tried, I heard nothing obvious 
to complain about. Yes, these vinyl-finished black boxes 
vibrated more than any other speaker cabinets I could recall, 
especially at high SPLs. I listened, mostly unsuccessfully, for 
the audible effects of those vibrations, but overall, I really 
enjoyed myself. My critical faculties were ambushed by the 

were conceived at Elac’s new design center in southern 
California. (I got the feeling that this is a reboot for the Ger-
man company’s operation in the US.) And I learned that, 
before going to work for Elac, Jones designed speakers for 
KEF, Infinity, and Pioneer/TAD. In fact, Jones may be the 
only person to see two of his speakers—two really different 
speakers—reviewed in the same issue of Stereophile: the TAD 
Evolution One ($29,800/pair) and the Pioneer SP-BS22-LR 
($129.99/pair).1 How often does that happen?

While I was researching the B6, I also saw other people’s 
comments. Everybody raved, sort of, but always qualified 
their compliments by saying something along the lines of 
“It’s a great, amazing speaker—for $280.” This was consis-
tently followed by something like “It won’t replace your 
audiophile speakers,” but you 
should “give it to your kids for 
their college dorm” or “put them 
in your basement workshop or 
summer beach house” or “give 
them to someone starting out”—
and “be sure to recommend them 
to your non-audiophile friends.” 
What the hay? So the Elac Debut 
B6es are amazing, but not amaz-
ing enough for a place of honor 
in a genuine certified he-man 
audiophile system? 

As I opened the Debut B6’s boxes, I wondered: Should 
I be reviewing these? Won’t I be wasting my readers’ time? Then I 
remembered: I hadn’t yet experienced this “amazingness for 
the price” that everyone else had—including those 12-year-
olds, whose ears I respected. I trudged on, and tried not to 
be distracted by praise that sounds sweet on the outside but 
kind of sour on the inside.

The B6 isn’t flashy: just a two-way speaker in an MDF 
box that’s a little under 14" high. The drivers, also designed 

MEASUREMENTS

Fig.1 Elac Debut B6, electrical impedance (solid) 
and phase (dashed) (2 ohms/vertical div.).

Stereophile Elac Debut B6 Impedance (ohms) & Phase (deg) vs Frequency (Hz)

1 See www.stereophile.com/content/pioneer-sp-bs22-lr-loudspeaker and  
www.stereophile.com/content/tad-evolution-one-loudspeaker.

2 See www.stereophile.com/content/technics-premium-class-sb-c700-loudspeaker.
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The main thing I noticed was how 
water-clear and relaxed the sound 
was: open, not grainy or stiff. My 
only complaint was how, compared 
to the KEF or the Technics, all of the 
left-hand octaves lacked weight and 
body.

I might be able to forgive you for 
liking Paul more than John, George, 
or Ringo, but if you don’t grasp the 
genius of Mel Tormé, only God can 
save you. Mel Tormé occupies a most 
special place in my record collection. 
For the listener’s pleasure, he treats 
old standards and familiar jazz ballads 
like the tasty, irony-soaked truffles 
they are, giving them a life they 
never had before. He smiles as he 
sings, and I always smile back. Never 
have I smiled more than while listen-
ing to Tormé’s rendition of Cole 
Porter’s “It’s Alright with Me,” from 
his Live at the Crescendo Club (LP, Af-
finity AFFD 100). I played this song 
repeatedly, switching among the Elac 
Debut B6es, the Technics SB-C700s, 
and my KEF LS50s. The Elacs made 
Tormé’s interpretation more delight-
ful and quirky, more “Mel,” than did 
those other estimable loudspeakers. 
With the B6es I felt closer to the Vel-

vet Fog and understood his perverse humor: “Don’t step on 
my blue suede lips (Horrible thought, isn’t it?).” I even felt 
more of the microphone and more of that boozy Crescendo 
Club air. This record has seldom been more enjoyable. 
However, something I couldn’t quite identify sounded a 

Debut B6’s good tone and easy-
flowing musicality.

One day, when the Elacs were 
sounding particularly good, I asked 
myself: Why are these speakers being 
marginalized by their price, while my KEF 
LS50s—which cost five times as much, but 
are still considered “entry-level”—are held 
up constantly, by me and my estimable 
colleagues, as being of Class A reference 
quality? Are the two models really that 
different in quality? I reminded myself 
of everything that had gone into 
making the B6, and wondered—How 
are they $900 to $1900 different from the 
KEFs, the Technics, the Dynaudio Excite 
X14s, the Falcon Acoustics LS3/5a’s? 

The first recording I took notes 
on was Enrique Granados’s The 
Composer as Pianist: His Recordings for 
M. Welte & Soehne, Paris, 1913 (CD, 
Pierian 0002). This artfully produced 
recording of piano rolls, played by a 
1923 player piano recorded in stereo, 
shows Granados to be a very Spanish composer capable of 
the most luminous and imaginative harmonies. His palette 
of pianistic colors saturated the air between the Elacs like an 
arabesque in the Alhambra, in Granada. Granados’s music 
doesn’t unfold logically or thematically. Instead, it spins 
and turns, building up into a shimmering wall of vibrating 
sonic splendor. To my surprise, the Debut B6es did noth-
ing to curtail the decorative opulence of Goyescas, a suite 
for piano inspired by the paintings of Francisco Goya and 
subtitled Los majos enamorados (The Gallants in Love). My 
notes: “It sounds more luxurious and well-formed than it 
does through the KEF LS50s or the Technics SB-C700s!” 

frequency of the flared port on the 

cabinet’s rear panel. This is confirmed 

by the nearfield measurement of the 

woofer’s response (fig.3, blue trace), 

which has a sharply defined notch at 

that frequency. (The port resonance 

holds the woofer stationary at its tun-

ing frequency.) The port’s own output 

(red trace) peaks between 35 and 

70Hz, and its upper-frequency rollout 

is free from high-level resonant modes. 

However, there is a discontinuity in the 

port’s rolloff, as well as a small glitch in 

the woofer’s output, at the frequency of 

the strong panel resonance. The black 

trace in fig.3 is the complex sum of the 

woofer and port outputs; the broad 

peak in the upper bass is an artifact of 

the nearfield measurement technique, 

the B6’s low frequencies extending 

cleanly down to the port tuning  

frequency, where the output is down  

by 6dB in textbook fashion.

Higher in frequency in fig.3, the 

Elac’s farfield response, averaged 

Fig.2 Elac Debut B6, cumulative spectral-decay plot 

calculated from output of accelerometer fastened 

to center of top panel (MLS driving voltage to 

speaker, 7.55V; measurement bandwidth, 2kHz).

Fig.3 Elac Debut B6, anechoic response on tweeter 

axis at 50", averaged across 30° horizontal window 

and corrected for microphone response, with 

nearfield responses of woofer (blue), port (red), 

and their complex sum (black), respectively plotted 

below 300Hz, 850Hz, and 300Hz.

Fig.4 Elac Debut B6, lateral response family at 50", 

normalized to response on tweeter axis, from back 

to front: differences in response 90–5° off axis, 

reference response, differences in response 5–90° 

off axis.
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measurements, continued

me. I sat there listening, shaking my 
head and mumbling, “Game over! 
Elacs win!” I was having one of those 
rare musical and audio epiphanies.

I had attended that first New 
Appalachians recording session, sit-
ting quietly in the former church in 
Greenpoint, Brooklyn in which David 
Chesky made this exciting binaural 
recording. Because the bass player was 

much closer to the binaural micro-
phone head than I was, his plucking 
at the beginning of the recording 
sounded more detailed and powerful 
than it had from my sixth-row pew. 

Via the Elacs and LM-518IA, it was forcefully present. I 
played the music loud because this unedited binaural record-
ing is completely uncompressed, and I wanted to hear every 
microscopic detail. The upper-bass/lower-midrange energy 
I thought I was missing from the B6es suddenly appeared, 
bringing with it an impressive communicative strength. 
With the Line Magnetic, the Elac B6es weren’t just playing 
music—they were pumping tangible musical energy into the 
room. It was easy to recognize the acoustic and dimensions 
of the Hirsch Center (formerly St. Elias Church). I could 
hear the singer’s voice bouncing off the walls and ceiling. I 
love it when that happens.

teensy bit strange. Was it a peak or a dip 
in the midrange? Maybe somewhere 
else, too? Closer to 2kHz? I couldn’t yet 
say with any certainty, but I definitely 
noticed something. 

When I replaced the Debut B6es with 
the KEF LS50s, Tormé’s voice became 
fuller and chestier—more natural. 
Howard McGee’s trumpet was more 
realistically toned. Strength and energy 
were increased. However, I was surprised 
to hear that Max Bennett’s bass lines 
were now less tautly sprung. His staccato 
pizzicati—which had, just a moment 
before, ferried the song along so cheer-
fully—now sounded slightly drunk and 
thick tongued.

When I switched to the Technics SB-
C700s, the detail and color of Bennett’s 
bass notes were fleshed out even more 
than through the KEFs. Every octave 
became a lot more clear and articulate. 
Tonal balance was improved. Nevertheless, the Elac B6es had 
moved Mel Tormé’s performances forward with greater ease 
than did the Technics. “Dorm-room speakers”? Not hardly!

With the Line Magnetic LM-518IA

To my complete surprise, the 6-ohm Elac Debut B6es 
thrived on 22W of class-A, single-ended-triode power. 
It seemed unbelievable: Suddenly, there was heavy-duty 
thump and pluck—and much cleaner tweet and twang.

When I played “Will the Circle be Unbroken,” from the 
New Appalachians’ From the Mountaintop (24-bit/192kHz, 
Chesky), it all came together—for the Elac Debuts and for 

across a 30° horizontal window cen-

tered on the tweeter axis, is extraordi-

narily flat from the upper bass through 

to the high treble. This graph was taken 

without the skeletal, plastic-framed 

grille. With the grille, the speaker’s out-

put in the presence region dropped by 

more than 2dB. The top octave rolls off 

a little earlier than usual, and coupled 

with the fact that the B6’s lateral 

dispersion narrows significantly above 

7kHz (fig.4), the Elac might sound 

lacking in top-octave air in medium-to-

large rooms or in rooms that are heavily 

furnished. Herb’s listening room is both 

small and relatively undamped, which 

is probably why he was not concerned 

by the speaker’s somewhat muted 

anechoic output in the high treble. In 

the vertical plane (fig.5), a sharply 

defined suckout in the crossover region 

develops more than 15° above and 10° 

below the tweeter axis.

Turning to the time domain, the 

Elac’s step response on the tweeter 

axis (fig.6) indicates that both drive-

units are connected in positive acoustic 

polarity. The cumulative spectral-decay 

plot on the same axis (fig.7) shows a 

commendably clean initial delay.

Other than that audibly significant 

enclosure resonance in the lower 

midrange, Elac’s Debut B6 offers excel-

lent measured performance, especially 

when you take into account its afford-

able price.—John Atkinson

Fig.5 Elac Debut B6, vertical response family at 

50", normalized to response on tweeter axis, from 

back to front: differences in response 45–5° above 

axis, reference response, differences in response 

5–45° below axis.

Fig.6 Elac Debut B6, step response on tweeter axis 

at 50" (5ms time window, 30kHz bandwidth).

Fig.7 Elac Debut B6, cumulative spectral-decay plot 

on tweeter axis at 50" (0.15ms risetime).

“For the price”? Are 
you kidding me??  
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string pulling, and tear 
jerking were 101 proof. 
Bass was engagingly 
rich and detailed. Mid-
range colors couldn’t 
match the LM-518IA’s, 
and the sound wasn’t 

as transparent as the PrimaLuna’s, but I couldn’t complain: 
the partnership of Rogue Sphinx and Debut B6 took me to 
every musical place I wanted to go. 

Lest you think this combo was all beer and big belt buck-
les, I’m here to say that it played Schubert’s Symphony 1 
with the same jittery ease and faux authority the 16-year-old 
Franz brought to the composition in 1813. This recording, 
with Karl Böhm conducting, the Berlin Philharmonic (LP, 
Deutsche Grammophon 2530216), didn’t sound as rich or 
melodious as it usually does; the Debut B6es lost a notice-
able measure of their everyday sweetness when driven by 
the Sphinx. The Berliners sounded drier and grayer than 
they should have. Nevertheless, the strings were sweet 
enough for young Schubert’s first crack at a big composition, 
the horns were in good tune, and the timpani were solid and 
exclamatory. The Elacs let me get inside and enjoy a work 
I had never before paid attention to. Isn’t that what a good 
hi-fi system is supposed to do? 

Conclusions

Who cares what they cost? Forget about recommending 
them to only your non-audiophile friends. Elac Americas’ 
new Debut B6 loudspeaker is an extremely competent 
audiophile design that is more musical and concise than any 
other speaker I’ve heard that costs less than $1000/pair. The 
B6’s sound was noticeably colored, but when powered by 
an excellent amplifier (it seems to like tubes), the effects 
of those colorations were minimized. It played all types of 
music with enough composure and vita navitas to let Andrew 
Jones’s most clever new creation run with the big dogs in 
the up-to-$2000/pair field. 

Highly recommended to all my friends. n

Tonal character, 
heartstring pulling, 
and tear jerking 
were 101 proof.

$279.99? “For the price”? Are you kidding me?? Screw 
everybody!

These almost-free little boxes were sounding like the first 
loudspeakers to break the $1 million price point. Maybe 
I’d forgotten to take my meds? I needed to calm down and 
play “Will the Circle Be Unbroken” one more time—just to 
make sure I wasn’t hallucinating.

[Long pause]
I listened to the track again. The Debut B6es still sounded 

impressive. However, this time I heard that vibrating box—
not a little, but a lot. This recording features only a low, 
chesty male voice and a strongly plucked double bass. A lot 
of 80–400Hz energy was channeling straight from the artists 
and through these modest Elac boxes in my 1100-cubic-
foot Brooklyn studio. Impulsively, I jumped up and put my 
hands on their cabinets as the music continued. They were 
vibrating like sex toys!

Instead of sitting back down, I pulled out Editor’s Choice: 
Sampler & Test CD (CD, Stereophile STPH016-2). I listened 
to the cabinet side panels with a stethoscope as I swept 
the Elac B6es with 1⁄3-octave warble tones. Strangely or 
coincidentally, the frequency of their loudest excitation 
(160–200Hz) coincided with an unusual and very narrow 
(–5dB) dip in their in-room frequency response measured at 
1m. Overall, the cabinet’s energy seemed most pronounced 
in the 80–400Hz region—which coincided perfectly with 
the energy in “Will the Circle Be Unbroken.”

Andrew Jones told me:

I do have to be very careful in my design choices and how 

I apportion costs to the different design elements. One 

of these is the cabinet vibrations: How do I brace, or not, 

the cabinet, how thick should the cabinet walls be, what 

grade of MDF etc. These all have influences on the “sound” 

of the cabinet, and its cost. Just adding bracing does not 

eliminate resonances, it moves them to a slightly higher 

frequency. It may actually make them more audible, so it 

is not a simple choice. Also, the cabinet is the single most 

expensive item, so I have to be very careful in how I choose 

to spend my money: Better cabinet or better drivers or 

better [crossover]. Sometimes it’s better for the cabinet to 

lose out in favor of the other components.

Sounds like a smart approach to me. I await John Atkin-
son’s discoveries with his trusty plastic-tape accelerometer.

With the Rogue Audio Sphinx

You saw this coming. You could already smell the Wild 
Turkey and see Daisy Mae Duke dancing in front of you, 
right? Well, here’s a complete audio system that plays, sings, 
and dances so working-class hard it’ll have you crawling off 
the roadhouse dance floor, on your knees through the gravel 
parking lot, and into backseat of your broke-down Chevy, 
just to sleep off and recover from what you experienced. 
Imagine the Elac Debut B6es connected to Rogue Audio’s 
Sphinx 100W integrated amp ($1395 with phono stage), 
a Halide DAC HD D/A converter ($499), and a Pioneer 
PLX-1000 turntable ($799) with Ortofon 2M Red ($100) or 
Shure M35X ($75) cartridge.

I’ll stake my criminal reputation on it: This roughly $3100 
system will outplay many $10,000 audiophile systems. 
Channeling the black-crow image on the Rogue’s faceplate, 
these components played the New Appalachians’ bleak 
Ozark-Appalachia lament “The Blackest Crow” with un-
canny verity and authentic feeling. Tonal character, heart-

Analog Sources Technics SL1200 Mk.2 turntable; Abis 

SA-1.2 tonearm; Jasmine Turtle MC, Ortofon CG 35 Di, Zu 

Denon DL-103 cartridges. Pioneer PLX-1000 turntable; 

Ortofon 2M Red, Shure M35X cartridges.

Digital Sources Integra DPS-7.2 DVD-A player, Halide DAC 

HD USB D/A converter.

Preamplification Lounge Audio Copla MC step-up ampli-

fier; Lounge Audio LCR Mk.III, Parasound Halo JC 3+ phono 

preamps; PrimaLuna ProLogue Premium preamplifier.

Integrated Amplifiers Line Magnetic LM-518IA, Rogue 

Audio Sphinx.

Power Amplifier PrimaLuna ProLogue Premium Stereo.

Loudspeakers Dynaudio Excite X14, Falcon Acoustics 

LS3/5a, KEF LS50, Technics SB-C700.

Cables Interconnect: AudioQuest Cinnamon & Big Sur & 

Golden Gate, Auditorium 23, Kimber Kable Silver Streak. 

Speaker: AudioQuest Type 4 & GO-4, Auditorium 23. 

Accessories Sound Anchor stands, Dr. Feickert Analogue 

cartridge protractor & Adjust+ software, Shure stylus-

pressure gauge.—Herb Reichert
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further diluted, and by 2015 I was 
aware of the AR brand only as a 
logo seen on products aimed at 
the mass audio market, such as 
Bluetooth speakers and acces-
sories.

Then, out of the blue, I 
received a press release about an 
Acoustic Research hi-rez audio 
player, the AR-M2, scheduled to 
be launched in the US at the end 
of 2015. Priced at $1199, the M2 
was clearly aimed at audiophiles. 
Wiping away a tear of nostalgia, I 
asked for a sample to review.

The “AR High-Resolution Reboot”

In 2011, the Voxx Corporation 
began what they called the “AR 
High-Resolution Reboot” project, 
based in Hong Kong. The first 
products were limited to the 
Far East, but the brand has now 
reached the US, and the Acous-
tic Research AR-M2 is the first 
product to appear here. In its press 
release, Voxx stated that “The new 
Acoustic Research High-Fidelity 
division is a very serious company 

I
n the early 1970s, I lived in a 
village 40 miles north of Lon-
don, England, and regularly 
drove through an only slightly 

larger village called Houghton Regis. 
And every time I did so, this bud-
ding audiophile was thrilled to see 
a factory in the High Street with a 
nameplate proudly announcing that 
it was the site of Teledyne Acoustic 
Research’s European operations. I 
was aware of the American brand 
because of a chance encounter with 
a pair of Acoustic Research LST 
speakers, and the geographical con-
nection led to an increased interest 
in their speakers.1 A sort of local-boy, 
er, local-multinational conglomer-
ate-makes-good story. Sort of.

By 1967, AR was owned by Tele-
dyne; Acoustic Research had been 
incorporated by Edgar Villchur2 in 
1954 to manufacture his ground-
breaking acoustic-suspension 
loudspeaker designs, and by the be-
ginning of the 1960s had become a 
major speaker brand. Teledyne sold 
AR to International Jensen around 
1985, and in 1996, Jensen, including 
AR, was sold to the Recoton Audio 
Corporation. In 2003, Recoton in 
turn sold AR to Audiovox (now 
Voxx International). With each 
change in ownership, the company’s 
legacy of audio engineering seemed 

Description Portable music 
player with WiFi, Tidal and 
Spotify apps, 64GB internal 
memory, and one microSD 
slot capable of storing up 
to 128GB. Compatible file 
formats: FLAC, ALAC, WAV, 
AIFF, DXD. Compatible 
sample rates: up to 192kHz 
and DSD128. Compatible 
bit depths: 16–24. Outputs: 
headphone (3.5mm jack), 

line (3.5mm jack). Maximum 
output power: 319mWpc into 
16 ohms, 248mWpc into 32 
ohms, 43mWpc into 300 
ohms. THD+N: <0.001% at 
maximum output. Measured 
output impedance: 10 ohms 
(headphone jack), 100 ohms 
(line jack). Power supply: 
4200mAH rechargeable 
battery. Supplied accesso-
ries: micro-USB cable, 5V/2A 

charger. Firmware: supplied 
with Android v4.3, AR-M2 
Music Player app v1.06, then 
v.1.2.0.
Dimensions 5.3" (136.5mm) 
L by 2.8" (71.1mm) W by 0.6" 
(15mm) D. Weight: 8.6oz 
(244gm).
Finishes Aluminum, black, 
and glass, with leatherette 
cover.
Serial number of unit  

reviewed R442A0045.
Price $1199. Approximate 
number of dealers: sold 
direct.
Manufacturer Acoustic 
Research (a division of  
Voxx international),  
3502 Woodview Trace,  
Indianapolis, IN 46268.  
Tel: (844) 353-1307.  
Web: www.acousticresearch-
hifi.com.

SPECIFICATIONS

JOHN ATKINSON

Acoustic Research AR-M2
PORTABLE HI-REZ PLAYER

1 A decade later, when I was the editor of the 
UK’s Hi-Fi News & Record Review magazine, we 
used the Houghton Regis facility’s anechoic 
chamber to test speakers.

2 See www.stereophile.com/
interviews/105villchur/index.html.
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I
measured the Acoustic Research 

AR-M2 with my Audio Precision 

SYS2722 system (see the January 

2008 “As We See It,” http://

tinyurl.com/4ffpve4). Source materi-

als were WAV and AIFF test-tone files, 

as well as DSD64 and DSD128 files of 

test tones prepared for me by Malcolm 

Hawksford. The AR-M2’s battery was 

fully charged at the start of the testing.

The maximum output level was 

1.89V from the line output jack and 

3.71V from the headphone jack, both 

with the volume set to its maximum. 

The output impedance was 100 ohms 

from the line-out jack and 10 ohms 

from the headphone jack, both figures 

across the audioband. Though 10 

ohms is a little higher than optimal, 

with headphones like the AudioQuest 

NightHawk and Audeze LCD-X, both of 

which have a constant impedance of 22 

ohms across the audio band, this will 

not be an issue other than a reduction 

in volume. And the AR-M2 played still 

louder with these headphones than 

anyone would want. Both outputs 

inverted absolute polarity, as can be 

seen from the impulse response with 

44.1kHz data (fig.1). This graph also 

reveals the M2’s reconstruction filter to 

be a conventional FIR type, with sym-

metrical ringing before and after the 

single full-scale sample.

Wideband spectral analysis of 

the player’s output while it decoded 

44.1kHz-sampled white noise at 

–4dBFS (fig.2, red and magenta traces) 

revealed that this filter rolled off the 

available, but so are apps for Tidal and Spotify streaming—
yes, the M2 offers WiFi connectivity.

Under the hood are two temperature-controlled mas-
ter crystals; the main processor is a quad-core Qualcomm 
Snapdragon. The Android OS is bypassed for playing high-
resolution files with AR’s Music Player app, which offers 
a graphic equalizer, bass boost, and something called “3D 
Effect.” (I left these bypassed for my listening.) The DAC 
chip is a premium, 24-bit Burr-Brown PCM1794A, which 
accepts sample rates up to 192Hz. (The datasheet for this 
chip doesn’t list DSD compatibility, so it’s possible that the 
M2 transcodes DSD to hi-rez PCM before decoding the 
data.) The player’s output stage is claimed to be biased into 
class-A; the M2 did get warm after an hour or so of use.

Context and Listening

We have reviewed several portable hi-rez players: 
the Astell&Kern AK100 ($699), in August 2013;3 the 
Astell&Kern AK240 ($2500), in November 2014;4 the 
PonoPlayer ($399), in April 2015;5 and, most recently, the 
Questyle QP-1R ($899), in December 2015.6 Following our 
reviews of the Astell&Kern AK100 and the PonoPlayer, I 
purchased the review samples to use as references. I also had 
on hand our review sample of the A&K AK240.

I copied files to the AR-M2’s internal storage via USB, 

. . . very well funded for R&D, manufacturing, and global 
distribution. The designer Arex Li and his colleagues are 
purist audiophiles and music enthusiasts and they are bring-
ing some great products to market. The brand is committed 
to long-term support of all their products and will gradually 
expand the range.”

The AR-M2

The AR-M2 is almost the same size as an iPhone 6S, but 
thicker. Like the iPhone’s, its front panel is a 5" glass touch-
screen, and on the right of the aluminum frame are four 
buttons—On/Off/Wake, Play/Pause, and Song Forward and 
Back—plus a sliding door that conceals a slot for a microSD 
card of up to 128GB capacity. (The M2 comes with 64GB 
of internal storage.) Along its bottom edge are 3.5mm jacks 
for Line and Headphone outputs, plus a mini-USB port for 
charging and for connecting the M2 to a host computer. A 
single full charge of the 4200mAH battery is claimed to last 
nine hours, which was pretty much my experience. Inset in 
the top right of the case is a knurled volume control with 
a premium Alps potentiometer. The review sample came 
with a leatherette flip case; the overall effect of the industrial 
design is of a piece of premium gear.

The AR-M2 runs the Android operating system (v.4.3 in 
the review sample), and once it’s booted up, it’s unlocked 
just like a smartphone: by swiping an icon to the side. Files 
are played with the AR-M2 Music Player app (v.1.06 initially 
installed), but tapping the Menu icon brings up an array of 
Android apps and widgets, also just like a ’phone’s. Not only 
are the usual Clock, Calendar, Calculator, and Web browser 

MEASUREMENTS

Fig.1 Acoustic Research AR-M2, impulse response 

at 44.1kHz (4ms time window).

Fig.2 Acoustic Research AR-M2, 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 Acoustic Research AR-M2, 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) (1dB/vertical div.).

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

4 See www.stereophile.com/content/astellkern-ak240-portable-media-player.

5 See www.stereophile.com/content/pono-ponoplayer-portable-music-player.

6 See www.stereophile.com/content/questyle-audio-qp1r-hi-rez-portable-player.
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sampled at 352.8kHz. I don’t have any DXD files, but play-
ing a WAV file of a 1kHz tone sampled at 384kHz resulted 
in pink noise.

The AR-M2 played every DSD64 and DSD128 file I 
tried, including Lyn Stanley’s Potions: From the 50’s (A.T. 
Music/Acoustic Sounds). Stanley’s sultry voice sounded 
uncolored and forceful, and the double bass was rich. FLAC, 
AIFF, and WAV files with sample rates up to 192kHz 
played without any problems, and the AR-M2 sounded 
glorious. I was present for one of the sessions for Three’s 
Company’s We’ll Be Together Again (24/192 AIFF, Chesky)—
playing “Dark Eyes” from this binaurally recorded album, 
the AR-M2’s reproduction of the space around Ron Carter’s 
double bass, Javon Jackson’s tenor sax, and Billy Drum-
mond’s drums transported me back to the dusty, decon-
secrated church in Williamsburg, Brooklyn, in which this 
music was recorded.

However, I had some problems with Apple Lossless files. 
The 24/96 ALAC files of Beck’s Morning Phase (Capitol/
HDtracks) played okay, as did the 24/88.2 ALAC files of 
Random Access Memories. But some ALAC files at 88.2 and 
96kHz were incorrectly identified as “44.1kHz” and played 
at half speed. This was true with my own recordings and 
with some commercial recordings, such as Richard Egarr 
and the Academy of Ancient Music’s of J.S. Bach’s Bran-
denburg Concertos (Harmonia Mundi), and Sara K.’s Play 
on Words (Chesky). With some 192kHz ALAC files, the 
sample rate was again identified as “44.1kHz,” but these files 
wouldn’t play at all.

These rogue files played correctly on the Pono, Questyle, 

using the Android File Transfer app for Mac, and installed 
a 64GB microSD card loaded with my favorite music. I did 
most of my listening with Audeze LCD-X headphones. 
With the AudioQuest NightHawk headphones, the sound 
was rich—perhaps a little too rich. The better-defined bass 
of the Audezes was a more optimal match with the AR-

M2’s weighty low frequencies. The 16' register of Nathan 
East’s bass guitar in “Get Lucky,” from Daft Punk’s Random 
Access Memories (24/88.2 ALAC file, Columbia/HDtracks), 
sounded solidly Stygian through the LCD-Xes, slightly too 
loose with the AudioQuests.

The rich, extended low frequencies were matched at 
the other end of the audioband by airy-sounding highs. 
The brushed snare and closed hi-hat cymbals in “Anyone 
Who Had a Heart,” from Shelby Lynne’s Just a Little Lovin’ 
(DSD64, Lost Highway/Acoustic Sounds), were delicately 
palpable. And Lynne’s voice—delicious, just delicious.

Acoustic Research doesn’t include lossily-compressed 
MP3 or AAC files in the list of formats the AR-M2 will 
play. However, it did play a 256kbps AAC file of Nat King 
Cole singing “Nature Boy” (Capitol), which I’d bought 
from iTunes, as well as a 256kbps MP3 file of “Bullet with 
Butterfly Wings,” from Smashing Pumpkins’ (Rotten Apples) 
Greatest Hits (Virgin), purchased from Amazon. Also, AR 
lists DXD files under the formats supported, which are 

output very rapidly above the Nyquist 

frequency (half the sample rate, 

indicated by the green vertical line). As 

a result, the aliased product at 25kHz 

of a full-scale tone at 19.1kHz (blue and 

cyan traces) is suppressed by 105dB. 

The distortion harmonics associated 

with this tone are also low in level, all 

lying below –90dB.

Fig.3 shows the AR-M2’s frequency 

response with data sampled at 44.1, 

96, and 192kHz. The responses at the 

lower two rates follow the same basic 

shape, with a sharp rolloff just below 

each Nyquist frequency. With 192kHz 

data, the output continues to roll off 

smoothly above 48kHz, reaching –12dB 

at 95kHz. The responses were identical 

from both line and headphone outputs. 

Channel separation (not shown) 

was >100dB in both directions below 

400Hz, but decreased with increasing 

frequency, reaching 66dB at 20kHz, 

due to the usual capacitive coupling 

between the channels somewhere in 

the output circuitry.

The AR-M2 offered low levels of 

noise with 24-bit PCM data, though 

with DSD64 data the audioband noise 

was about 3dB higher. Increasing the 

PCM bit depth from 16 to 24 with a 

dithered 1kHz tone at –90dBFS dropped 

the noise floor by 10dB (fig.4), suggest-

ing that the player offers close to 18-bit 

resolution. With an undithered tone at 

exactly –90.31dBFS (fig.5), the three 

DC voltage levels described by the 

data can be seen, along with very slight 

degrees of DC offset, but the waveform 

is overlaid with some HF noise.

With 24-bit PCM data and a 600 

ohm load, the AR-M2 offered low levels 

Fig.4 Acoustic Research AR-M2, 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 Acoustic Research AR-M2, waveform of 

undithered 1kHz sinewave at –90.31dBFS, 16-bit 

data (left channel blue, right red).

Fig.6 Acoustic Research AR-M2, 24-bit PCM data, 

spectrum of 1kHz sinewave, DC–10kHz, at 0dBFS 

into 600 ohms (left channel blue, right red; linear 

frequency scale).

The new version of the app also 
added gapless playback.
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opposite of what I’d expected, as the AK100’s output imped-
ance is twice that of the AR. Recorded detail—eg, the piano 
vamping under the guitars in the verses—could be heard a 
bit more clearly than on the AK100. Advantage, the AR-M2.

Against the PonoPlayer

Playing Rachmaninoff’s Symphony 2, with Iván Fischer 
conducting the Budapest Festival Orchestra (DSD64, 
Channel Classics 21604), the Pono didn’t quite match the 
dynamic swings of the AR-M2. When I drove the Audeze 
’phones single-ended and again matched levels by ear, the 
Pono sounded quieter than the AR: the orchestral flare-up 
with the Tchaikovsky-esque brass choir some 11:00 into the 
first movement was not as overwhelming. The ambience 
surrounding the orchestra seemed better resolved with the 
M2, as was the space around the solo clarinet in the second 
movement. However, it was a close call with these two 
players: The Pono was sweeter with that glorious melody 
in the symphony’s slow third movement, the AR-M2 airier; 
the Pono was a little more involving, the M2 a little more 
resolving.

Against the Astell&Kern AK240

When Michael Lavorgna reviewed the AK240 in Novem-
ber 2014, he wrote: “While I’ve heard more lush, ripe pre-
sentations . . . [u]pper frequencies were finely detailed, yet 
never edgy or too sharp. Its combined strengths of superb 
resolution and clean, clear, fatigue-free reproduction made it 
a joy to listen to.” I spent a weekend with the AK240 using 
LCD-X and Ultimate Ears 18 Pro IEM headphones, and my 

and Astell&Kern players, on Aurender and Antipodes media 
servers, and on my Mac mini running Pure Music and 
Audirvana. On investigating this problem, however, I real-
ized that every one of the problem files had been transcoded 
from an AIFF original with iTunes. I Dropboxed examples 
of some of these files to AR’s Arex Li, who responded that 
“the file headers were misread and the files were misrecog-
nized as 44.1kHz files. While M2 switches the clock accord-

ing to the file for native playback, a wrong clock was used to 
play the file. My software engineers have already identified 
the issue and prepared a fix. We will verify the fix and send 
it to you.”

I installed the revised version of the AR-M2 firmware 
(2.5.1) when I received it. All the rogue files now played 
correctly, and the new version of the app also added gapless 
playback, which I verified with some symphonic files where 
there was no pause between movements. It was time for 
some comparisons.

Against the Astell&Kern AK100

I compared the AK100 with the AR-M2 with levels 
matched by ear, and listened through the AudioQuest 
NightHawks. “Heart Like a Drum,” from Beck’s Morning 
Phase (24/96 ALAC, Capitol/HDtracks), sounded cleaner 
on the AR, with less “fog” at low frequencies. This was the 

of harmonic distortion (fig.6), with 

the second harmonic lying at –97dB 

(0.0014%) and the third at –90dB 

(0.003%). With DSD64 data, the har-

monics were all a little higher in level 

(fig.7)—I have extended the analysis 

window to 50kHz to show that while 

the usual rise in ultrasonic noise with 

DSD data is present, it remains below 

–83dB. Intermodulation distortion 

with an equal mix of high-level tones 

at 19 and 20kHz was very low (fig.8). 

However, the left channel (blue trace) 

has a spurious tone just below 19kHz, 

and pairs of tones at 12.4/13.4kHz and 

25.6/26.6kHz can be seen. Yes, all of 

these tones are at very low levels, but 

they are nevertheless unusual; while 

the 1kHz spacing of each pair is obvi-

ously related to the difference between 

the fundamental tones, the absolute 

frequencies suggest that these are 

indeed high-order products.

With 16-bit J-Test data (fig.9), the 

odd-order harmonics of the low-

frequency tones are all very close to 

their correct levels (green line), and 

no jitter-related sidebands are pres-

ent. While a small amount of spectral 

spreading can be seen at the base of 

the 11.025kHz tone, this is minimal. 

With 24-bit J-Test data (not shown), 

the noise floor was absolutely clean.

The Acoustic Research AR-M2 

offers generally excellent measured 

performance.—John Atkinson

Fig.7 Acoustic Research AR-M2, DSD64 data, 

spectrum of 1kHz sinewave, DC–50kHz, at 0dBFS 

into 600 ohms (left channel blue, right red; linear 

frequency scale).

Fig.8 Acoustic Research AR-M2, HF intermodula-

tion spectrum, DC–30kHz, 19+20kHz at 0dBFS into 

600 ohms, 44.1kHz data (left channel blue, right 

red; linear frequency scale).

Fig.9 Acoustic Research AR-M2, high-resolution 

jitter spectrum of analog output signal, 11.025kHz 

at –6dBFS, sampled at 44.1kHz with LSB toggled 

at 229Hz: 16-bit data (left channel blue, right red). 

Center frequency of trace, 11.025kHz; frequency 

range, ±3.5kHz.

The Pono was a little more involv-
ing, the M2 a little more resolving.
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of Randy Meisner’s guitarrón, the restrained tastefulness of 
Joe Walsh’s interjections on electric piano. That experience 
triggered an afternoon’s worth of enjoyment streamed from 
Tidal. I suspect that the ability to stream true CD-quality 
audio from Tidal will be the selling point for many buyers 
of the AR-M2.

Conclusion

Each of the four personal players I used in preparing this 
review offers a different combination of features: the Pono-
Player plays only audio files; the AK100 has digital input and 
output and can be used as a DAC; the feature-rich AK240 
also adds WiFi capability and native DSD playback; the AR-
M2 dispenses with a digital input but is almost as versatile 
as the AK240 at less than half its price. And when it comes 
to sound quality, I’d be hard put to choose between the AR-
M2 and the AK240.

I recommend the AR-M2. It’s good to see the Acoustic 
Research brand applied to such a well-engineered product 
after all these years. It’s just a shame that the beautiful-look-
ing and -sounding AR-M2 couldn’t be made in the US—let 
alone in Houghton Regis! n

own feelings about this expensive player echo ML’s.
But returning to the AR-M2, I didn’t feel I was taking 

much of a step down in sound quality. With the forceful 
quality of the double-bass groove in “Ode to Billy Joe,” from 
Patricia Barber’s Café Blue (DSD64, Premonition/Acoustic 
Sounds), and the gloriously real-sounding quality of the re-
verberation behind Barber’s voice and finger snaps, the two 
players sounded very close to one another, and equal in their 
powers of resolution. Perhaps the AR-M2 slightly empha-
sized the sibilance, and perhaps the double bass sounded a 
bit rounder through the AK240—but, again, the differences 
were small, and may well have been due to the inevitable 
difficulty in matching playback levels by ear.

On balance, if I didn’t have to count pennies, I’d go for 
the $2500 Astell&Kern—but for $1300 less, the Acoustic 
Research comes very close.

Streaming with Tidal

With WiFi capability and preloaded with Tidal and Spotify 
apps, the AR-M2 comes ready for a streaming world. Link-
ing the Tidal app to my account took less time than it did 
for me to write this sentence. What, then, to play? Glenn 
Frey’s death in January prompted me to listen not to “Hotel 
California,” “One of These Nights,” or “Take It Easy,” but 
to “New Kid in Town,” from the 16/44.1 remastering of the 
Eagles’ Hotel California (Elektra/Asylum). This is a beautifully 
engineered recording, and the AR-M2 got everything right: 
the gentle pathos in Frey’s lead vocal, the vocal harmonies 
that soar upward to emphasize the key change after the solo 
bridge, the chiming quality of the chords with which Don 
Felder begins his guitar solo, the softened low frequencies 

Digital Sources Astell&Kern AK100 & AK240, Pono Music 

PonoPlayer portable players.

Headphones Audeze LCD-X, AudioQuest NightHawk, 

Ultimate Ears 18 Pro.—John Atkinson
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FOLLOW-UPBY ART DUDLEY

And then: No, it’s not just the room, it’s Starker himself, 
as well. Sitting there on a mid-December evening, with a 
fire going in the other room, and nothing in my stomach 
but herbal tea, I was convinced I could hear the reflections 
of the cello’s sound define the presence of the player him-
self: his chest and shoulders and legs, his shiny head. I was 
hearing Starker’s technique, and just about as well as I ever 
have—but, I swear, I was also hearing Starker himself.

Also, because I had my preamplifier’s volume control set 
right on the edge between too soft and way too loud—the 
median was fine—I heard increases in the intensity of Stark-
er’s playing translate into the sorts of sonic near danger one 
hears in real life. Let’s face it: An acoustic stringed instru-
ment is just as capable as anything—and perhaps more so— 
of sounding almost alarmingly loud, but in a very good way. 

No less remarkable were the timbral color saturation 
and, especially, the amount of apparently natural texture I 
was hearing in the sound of Starker’s cello. In those regards 
the Spec was slightly different from, but on a par with, my 

SPEC RPA-W7EX REAL-SOUND AMPLIFIER

Most days, I consider myself a lucky man for having such 
a great job. I mean, come on: getting paid to review new 
audio gear? Sweet. Most days.

But there are days when disrupting my playback system, 
however slightly, is the last thing I want to do. Lately there 
have been a lot of those days, because my core system—Gar-
rard 301 turntable, EMT 997 tonearm, various EMT and 
Ortofon pickup heads, Hommage T2 phono transformer, 
Shindo Laboratory Masseto preamplifier and Haut-Brion 
power amplifier, Altec Valencia speakers—has been sounding 
good. Really good.

During this time, three extraordinary records have attract-
ed and held my attention to an unusual extent: the three LPs 
released early last year by the Electric Recording Company, 
reissuing János Starker’s 1958–59 mono recordings of J.S. 
Bach’s Suites for Unaccompanied Cello (EMI né Columbia 
33CX 1515, 33CX 1656, and 33CX 1745).

Into this funhouse of sonic bliss and musical obsession 
was recently dropped the Spec RPA-W7EX Real-Sound 
amplifier ($5995), reviewed in the March 2016 issue by Ken 
Micallef.1 On the face of it, the solid-state, class-D Spec amp 
would seem a fish out of water in a system such as mine. 
But there’s little in the Spec’s specs that would disqualify 
such a mash-up—and the RPA-W7EX’s dubious perfor-
mance on John Atkinson’s test bench mandated a second 
listening opinion.

Little, but not nothing: As noted by Ken, who owns and 
uses a Shindo Allegro preamplifier, the RPA-W7EX “pro-
vided way too much gain” in his system, requiring the use of 
Spec’s H-VC1 hardwired external volume control 
($400), a special jack for which is included on the 
amp’s rear panel. So it was in my system, where, 
with the Spec amp, turning the volume knob of my 
Shindo Masseto preamp from fully off to almost 
too loud was a matter of perhaps 4° or 5° out of 360°. Seri-
ously. And my review sample did not include that auxiliary 
volume control.

Consequently, I don’t have a lot to say about spatial effects 
with either stereo or mono records: Those first 5° are a part 
of the range of my preamp—and of most preamps, really, 
or at least the ones whose volume controls are traditional 
potentiometers—where channel-to-channel tracking is 
notoriously and understandably poor. This is not the time to 
obsess about where, precisely, the members of the Weavers 
stood onstage.

Thankfully, there is more to recorded music, and to the 
Spec itself, than that. Much more. With the RPA-W7EX in 
place of my Shindo Haut-Brion (which uses two 6L6 pen-
tode tubes per side to produce 20Wpc) and fully warmed 
up (a misnomer: the Spec doesn’t actually get warm during 
use), I set about working my way through those János 
Starker LPs, for perhaps the third time that day.

The first thing I noticed, in the music’s first split second, 
was: Starker’s cello just got a lot bigger.

A second or two after that: No, the cello didn’t get big-
ger—it’s just that now I’m hearing the room, too.

THIS ISSUE: A second

listen to an esoteric

class-D amplifier.

1 Spec Corporation, 4-1 Kioi-Cho, Chiyoda-ku 102-0094, Japan. Tel: (81) 3-6272-
6011. Fax: (81) 3-6272-6468. Web: www.spec-corp.co.jp. US distributor: Tone 
Imports. Web: www.toneimports.com.

The class-D Spec amp would seem a fish 
out of water in a system such as mine.
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full measure of menace and majesty.
Still, the Spec RPA-W7EX sang 

the piece for all it was worth. Flutes, 
especially loud flutes—of which 
there’s also no shortage here—were 
clear and meaty. Strings swooped and 
thrummed, their reflections sounding 
off the walls of the evidently huge re-
cording space. Brass had weight, body, 
color, and all the majesty that I missed 
hearing from those big drums.

And again, as with the Starker Bach 
disc, perhaps the most notable charac-

teristic was: The music went by a lot 
faster than I wanted it to. A fine metric. 

I loved the way the Spec RPA-
W7EX sounded, and adored the way it 
played music. I was impressed with the 
amp’s appearance. (This thing is small—
not miniature, but tidy and compact, 
and liftable with one hand.) I even 
enjoyed the almost artsy level of irony 
exuded by a product named Spec that 
doesn’t exactly shine on the test bench. 
(Is it wrong that I should like that?) 
This product worked all of my but-
tons, aircraft-style and not, and while 
I have full faith in the veracity of JA’s 
measurements of the Spec’s unimpres-
sive test-bench results, I can only guess 
that they manifest in ways that don’t 
affect my approach to listening. The 
Spec RPA-W7EX Real-Sound is an 
exceptionally convincing amplifier. n

beloved Shindo Haut-Brion.
Again, the overall tonal playing field 

had been shifted somewhat: there was 
now less bottom-end weight, a little 
more midrange sun, and exactly the 
same amount of treble extension. Yet 
there was as much—beautifully, won-
derfully, realistically—texture and color 
through the solid-state, class-D Spec as 
there was through my class-A Shindo, 
with its ancient tubes and long-unob-
tainable passive parts.

Another, no less important metric: 
With the Spec as with the Shindo, side 
one was over way too soon.

Problems? I can think of one: The 
Spec, being apparently more detailed 
than the Shindo, was more explicit in 
telegraphing surface noise. There is 
precious little noise on these and all 
of the other ERC LPs I’ve heard. But 
what little there is, the Spec found.

My EMT OFD 15 and OFD 25 
mono pickup heads being very high-
output things, I attempted to tamp 
down the volume a bit by switching 
to stereo and installing my recently 
acquired Shindo SPU pickup head, 
used with the built-in, Lundahl-made 
phono transformers of my Shindo 
Masseto preamplifier. That made the 
combination of high-gain preamp and 
high-gain amp much easier to take: I 
could now move the volume knob of 
the Masseto past 7:30. 

I played the 1970 Sir Adrian Boult 
recording, with the London Symphony 
Orchestra, of the full orchestral version 
of Vaughan Williams’s Job: A Masque 
for Dancing (EMI ASD 2673), noting 
at once that the gain of this cartridge-
transformer combination was indeed 
better suited for the Spec’s very high 
gain.

First off: The soundfield was huge. 
Stereo worked just fine with this amp. 
Just fine indeed. The rich timbral 
colors and textures of the clarinet and 
English horn in Scene 1, the xylophone 
in Scene 2, the saxophone in Scene 6—
each of these elements popped from 
the mix with exceptional saturation 
and spatial presence. And the attack 
components of the plucked strings in 
Scene 6 were to die for.

Again, the few clicks and ticks in 
my 30-year-old copy of this great-
sounding LP were a bit more disrup-
tive through the Spec than through 
the Shindo. And here I noted the full 
implications of the Spec’s light bottom 
end: The bass drum and kettledrums, 
neither of which Vaughan Williams 
was bashful about using, lacked their 

This is not the time  
to obsess about where  
the members of the 
Weavers stood  
onstage.
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Cohen and McHenry piece 
out the melody between them, 
or press it hard in unisons. 
McHenry, a new Cohen col-
laborator, is remarkably in 
touch with the spiritual forces 
underlying this album. He plays 
with fervent restraint.

Every modern trumpet player 
must come to terms with Miles 
Davis. Cohen speaks his own 
trumpet language with his own 
cultural inflections. But his 
sound, with or without a mute, 
brings back Davis’s mystery and 
melancholy in long trumpet 
calls like sighs of the soul. Co-
hen’s lines are instantly mutable 
because the emotions they 
portray are complex. Cohen the 
trumpet improviser alters and 
deepens the ideas of Cohen the 
composer.

The centerpiece is the 
16-minute “Dream Like a 
Child.” Cohen’s father had 
wanted to play music when he 
was young, but his family could 
not afford lessons. He made 
sure that his children got those 
lessons. The most dramatic of 
the song’s many turns occurs at 
7:00, when it changes from a 

ballad to an assertive anthem, perhaps 
representing the handoff within the 
family to a new generation. This is the 
track that allows fire into the album’s 
solemnity. Cohen shoots trumpet flares 
that light the dark sky.

Three stellar, essential contributors 
to this project must be singled out. 
Engineers Gérard de Haro and Nicolas 
Baillard, working in Studios La Buis-
sonne in the south of France, achieve 
clean, objective sound that never calls 
attention to itself, but allows the per-
sonal, universal message of this music 
to stand clear. Pianist Yonathan Avishai 
is entrusted to close the suite with a 
stunning, radiant, three-minute solo 
called “Life and Death—Epilogue.” It 
is a deep reflection on and summation 
of the album’s emotional journey. It 
acknowledges sorrow, but its passion-
ate, slow ascent arrives at acceptance.
—Thomas Conrad n

The spare melody of “Life and Death” 
gets under your skin. Cohen repeats 
and extends it, the sound of his muted 
trumpet identical with loneliness and 
loss. This act of mourning for his father 
sometimes almost stops, from sadness, 
but always perseveres.

It is surprising to read, in press notes, 
that these compositions were new to 
the players when they gathered in the 
recording studio. Even Cohen had 
lived with these themes, composed in 
the six months following his father’s 
passing, “just in his head or at the 
piano.” The music sounds born in the 
moment, yet sustains the unity of a 
through-composed suite. In the title 
track, as in everything here, everyone 
fills a role. Yonathan Avishai’s piano 
introduces tension through dissonance; 
Waits’s foreboding drums clatter and 
erupt; Revis’s throbbing bass connects 
with Waits’s bass-drum continuum; 

I
n the new millennium, 
no country other than 
Cuba has exported more 
important jazz musicians 

to the United States than has 
Israel. But even though the 
Israeli jazz phenomenon has 
been much discussed in the jazz 
press, critics have been late to 
recognize that Avishai Cohen is 
one of the best trumpet players 
alive. Cohen has two siblings 
who also play jazz, and his 
charismatic older sister, Anat, 
who has been winning major 
jazz polls on clarinet for several 
years, gets most of the attention 
in the family. And then there is 
Avishai’s name problem: One 
of the best-known Israeli jazz 
musicians, a bassist of the same 
name, got to New York first.

But Cohen’s recent record-
ings, such as Flood, Triveni II, 
and Dark Nights, all released 
by Anzic Records, have been 
too strong to ignore. Proof that 
he has arrived is his signing by 
ECM, the company most alert 
to emerging jazz talent. Into the 
Silence is Cohen’s ECM debut. 
Some will attribute its rapt 
atmosphere to the influence of 
producer Manfred Eicher. In fact, its 
aura of finality derives from a passage 
in Cohen’s life: the death of his father, 
in November 2014.

The ensemble includes Israeli pianist 
Yonathan Avishai and three Americans: 
tenor saxophonist Bill McHenry, bass-
ist Eric Revis, and drummer Nasheet 
Waits. The instrumentation is atypically 
conventional for a Cohen band, and the 
album is the closest thing to a pure-jazz 
project, and less ethnic, than anything 
in his previous work. But Into the Silence 
is not conventional. It is intimate and 
individual. It opens with “Life and 
Death.” Despite the daunting title, the 
piece does not feel grandiose or heavy. 
It is a series of fragile meditations that 
evolve in response to tides of emo-
tion. Cohen is a technically brilliant, 
boldly imaginative trumpet player, but 
someday he may be known as a com-
poser who also plays an instrument. 

EDITOR’S PICK

RECORDING  RECORDING  

OF THE MONTH OF THE MONTH

AVISHAI COHEN

Into the Silence

Avishai Cohen, trumpet; Bill McHenry, tenor 
saxophone; Yonathan Avishai, piano; Eric Revis, bass; 

Nasheet Waits, drums
ECM 2482 (CD). 2016. Manfred Eicher, prod.; Gérard 

de Haro, Nicolas Baillard, engs. DDD. TT: 53:08

PERFORMANCE

SONICS





stereophile.com  n  April 2016 175

RECORD REVIEWS

BLACK SABBATH

Paranoid

Warner Bros./Rhino R2 552927/R1552927 (2 CDs/2 

LPs). 1970/2016. Roger Bain, orig. prod.; Tom Allom, 

Brian Humphries, orig. engs.; Andy Pearce, Matt 

Wortham, remastering. AAD? TT: 85:49

PERFORMANCE

SONICS

They liked the cachet of being into the 
occult until they didn’t. They fought 
with skinheads, so they wrote “Fairies 
Wear Boots,” a nasty/silly song about 
them with a widely misunderstood 
title. In one of their most famous 
singles, they rhyme masses with . . . 
masses. But if you had to choose a start-
ing point for the entire genre of metal, 
Paranoid was that moment. Ozzy 
Osbourne, Bill Ward, and Tommy 
Iommi are currently out on what’s 
billed as the “final” Black Sabbath tour, 
and so, in the spirit of cross marketing, 
the 2009 Sanctuary Records reissues of 
their first three albums, with outtakes 
previously available only in Europe—
plus the deleted Past Lives (2002)—are 
being released for the first time in 
North America, via Rhino Records. 
In the case of Paranoid, the band’s 1970 
masterpiece and metal’s most revered 
touchstone, the only omission is the 
album’s 5.1-channel mix, tweaked 
from the original quadraphonic version 
and included in the Sanctuary reissues. 
Recorded to four-track tape in a barn 
in Wales, and at Regent Sound in Lon-
don, before being bounced to 16 tracks 
at London’s Island Studios, Paranoid is 
raw and real riff rock with just a touch 
of pop in singles like the title track. For 
those lucky enough to have one of the 
original Vertigo LP pressings (with the 
Big Bear credit!), or any of the innu-
merable reissues since—259 in all—the 
attractions of this set are the slightly 
sharpened sound of the 2009 remas-
tering, instrumental-only outtakes of 
such well-known tracks as “War Pigs,” 
and Ozzy howling alternate lyrics to 
“Paranoid”: “You and me are through I 
know / but you’re on my mind all day 
long.”—Robert Baird

PUCCINI

Turandot

Jennifer Wilson, Turandot; Andrea Bocelli, Calaf; 

Jessica Nuccio, Liù; Alexander Tsymbalyuk, Timur; 

others; Valencia Community Orchestra & Chorus, 

Zubin Mehta

Decca 4788293 (2 CDs). 2015. Christopher Adler, 

prod.; Pierpaolo Guerrini, eng. DDD. TT: 116:50

PERFORMANCE

SONICS

The plus side of this release is the sen-
sational conducting of Zubin Mehta, 
who, abetted by a superb recording 
and his Valencia Community Or-
chestra and Chorus, brings out all of 
the exoticisms in Puccini’s score with 
great clarity. He also keeps the forward 
momentum going—the buildup to the 
great finish to Act I is exciting, and the 
opera’s always-noisy final 15 minutes—
which Puccini didn’t finish and Alfano 
did—are thrilling despite it all.

“It all” is Andrea Bocelli. Against 
the critical tide, I liked his Rodolfo in 
La Bohème—youthful and charming-
sounding. I accepted his Werther 
because the character is a sort of poetic 
wimp. But in Turandot, the role of 
Calaf requires a tenor with heft, big- 
and dramatic-voiced—it was the prop-
erty of the likes of Mario del Monaco 
and Franco Corelli. From Bocelli’s 
opening cry of “Padre, mio padre,” he 
sounds like a kid who’s wandered into 
the opera’s huge first scene. He strains 
on high notes—they tend to turn gray, 
to boot—and his final scene sounds as 
if he’s in vocal danger.

Jennifer Wilson is a solid, big-
voiced Turandot who does little with 
the text: she sings the oft-omitted “Il 
primo pianto . . .” in the final scene, 
but still doesn’t involve us in Turan-
dot’s plight. Jessica Nuccio’s Liù is 
lovely, vocally and dramatically, and 
Alexander Tsymbalyuk’s Timur is 
wonderfully sympathetic, his voice 
excitingly dark. The others in the cast 
are excellent.

But there’s a gaping hole in the per-
formance. Undeniably.—Robert Levine

COPLAND

Billy the Kid (complete), Rodeo 
(complete), El Salón México, An 

Outdoor Overture

Andrew Litton, Colorado Symphony Orchestra

BIS 2164 (CD). 2015. Robert Suff, prod.; Matthias 

Spitzbarth, eng. DDD. TT: 77:26

PERFORMANCE

SONICS

It’s time to marvel anew at Brooklyn-
born Aaron Copland’s ability to write 
music that actually sounded the way 
the legendary American West felt and 
looked. With chords as open as the 
sky and as vast as the landscape, and 
the judicious use of cowboy songs 
(“Get Along, Little Dogies” is just 
one), he created moods and pictures 
that immediately feel familiar, but are 
so skillfully wrought that they always 
seem as fresh as the pioneer spirit. The 
ballet Billy the Kid follows the life and 
death of the outlaw—a myth made 
real through dance—and its opening 
and close are practically as visual as the 
opening credits of a John Wayne west-
ern, loping, lurching, with everywhere 
to go. The spectacular Gun Battle, with 
the orchestral rat-a-tat, xylophone, and 
brutal side drum, is just one spectacular 
example of the Colorado Symphony’s 
superb technique and rhythmic bite 
under Andrew Litton. And the Waltz is 
dreamy, as it should be.

Corral Nocturne could not be more 
sensitively performed; the always unex-
pected honky-tonk piano at the start of 
Ranch House Party, played here by Litton 
himself, is delicious, and the final Hoe-
Down, often in danger of being corny, 
here leaves the listener breathless.

El Salón México, all of a piece, 
seamlessly transitions from elegant to 
energetic to peasant style three times 
in its brief course, long slides on violins 
alternating with skirt-swirling rowdi-
ness and stamping feet. The curtain-
raising An Outdoor Overture, written for 
a high-school orchestra, is played with 
great zest. What a fantastic poem to 
Copland this disc is!—Robert Levine

CLASSICAL ROCK/POP
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MICHAEL FORMANEK &  

ENSEMBLE KOLOSSUS

The Distance

Michael Formanek, bass, compositions, 

arrangements; 18-piece band

ECM 2484 (CD). 2016. Manfred Eicher, prod.; Jon 

Rosenberg, eng. DDD. TT: 71:16

PERFORMANCE

SONICS

Since the late 1970s, Michael Formanek 
has played bass in many important pro-
gressive bands, including several of his 
own. The Distance is the most ambitious 
undertaking of his career. It contains 
“Exoskeleton,” an eight-part suite per-
formed by an 18-piece ensemble full of 
serious New York talent.

The suite is bold in concept and 
conscientious in craftsmanship, but 
falls short of fulfilling its high expecta-
tions because of Formanek’s limita-
tions as a composer. “Exoskeleton” 
sounds more like an academic inquiry 
into extremes of orchestral darkness, 
density, and jaggedness than an act of 
inspiration. Formanek’s melodies are 
rarely arresting, and his devices are 
sometimes grating, like the seesawing 
horns at the end of “Prelude.”

The strength of Formanek’s writing 
is that it creates provocative contexts 
for soloists. The ensemble does not 
retreat when an improviser emerges, 
but stays so far forward it sounds inter-
active, providing alternative content. 
And the solo work is often exceptional. 
Examples include Formanek’s sinuous, 
bass lines, and Kris Davis’s free-floating 
piano, in “Prelude”; Loren Stillman’s 
illogical, persuasive alto saxophone 
in “Part I”; and the erudite, complete 
trumpet-and-trombone essays by 
Ralph Alessi and Alan Ferber in “Part 
IV.” Mary Halvorson’s strange, design 
in “Part V,” with its constant jarring 
shifts, is one of the most captivating 
jazz-guitar offerings in recent memory.

The Distance is not well supported by 
its recorded sound, which makes the 
orchestra an airless, congealed mass at 
one remove from the listener.
—Thomas Conrad

BILLY COBHAM

The Atlantic Years 1973–1978

Atlantic/Rhino 0081227952433 (8 CDs). 2015. Billy 

Cobham, prod.; Ken Scott, Roy Segal, others, engs.; 

Dominique Brethes, remastering. ADD. TT: 6:11:50

PERFORMANCE

SONICS

Drummer Billy Cobham left John 
McLaughlin’s Mahavishnu Orches-
tra, taking with him keyboardist Jan 
Hammer. Together, in 1973, they made 
Spectrum, with rock guitarist Tommy 
Bolin. Spectrum showcases Cobham’s 
songwriting and intensely virtuoso 
drumming, characterized by precision 
and power at breakneck speed through 
challenging time signatures. “Stratus” 
was a radio hit, and “Red Baron” a 
durable funk staple.

Cobham assembled a band of more 
like-minded players for his second 
album, Crosswinds (1974), which 
showed him maturing as a writer while 
remaining one of the most astonish-
ing drummers ever recorded. John 
Abercrombie assumed the guitar chair, 
while Randy Brecker on trumpet and 
flugelhorn and his brother, Michael 
Brecker, on woodwinds, formed the 
core of Cobham’s horn section for 
years to come. The addition of George 
Duke on keyboards brought Cobham’s 
conception to a new level. The late 
Duke was an unparalleled master of 
synthesizer playing, humanizing the 
instrument and playing with an ex-
traordinary sense of humor rather than 
numbing technique. Duke can also be 
heard on the Billy Cobham–George 
Duke Band’s “Live” On Tour in Europe 
(1976), which gives a sense of how 
much fun they could have together. 
Total Eclipse (1974) continues the evolu-
tion of Cobham’s songwriting with 
the five-part title suite, and includes 
Cobham’s first use of drum loops, with 
his trap kit, in “Bandits.”

The remastering by Dominique 
Brethes brings renewed presence and 
depth to these well-recorded originals.
—John Swenson

GRANT-LEE PHILLIPS

The Narrows

Yep Roc CD-YEP-2468 (CD). 2015. Grant-Lee 

Phillips, prod.; Collin Dupuis, eng. DDD? TT: 54:18

PERFORMANCE

SONICS

Fans of Grant-Lee Phillips might 
charitably be described as “long-suffer-
ing”—by which I don’t mean to imply 
a deficiency in musical quality on Phil-
lips’s part. Rather, it’s just seemed that, 
following his early/mid-1990s splash 
amid the US alt-rock gold rush while 
fronting Grant Lee Buffalo (picks to 
click: the 1992 single “Fuzzy” and the 
1994 album Mighty Joe Moon), he’s been 
the archetypal under-the-radar dude. 

I advocate here for Phillips’s summa-
ry exit from this Rodney Dangerfield 
indie ghetto. The Narrows is a folky, at 
times countryish (though still rockin’) 
collection of warm and engaging tunes 
suitable for pulling in a fresh audience 
while still ensnaring the songwriter’s 
core fanbase. This no-frills, guitar/
bass/drums trio record tends to eschew 
sonic subtlety for raw, live-ambience 
immediacy; while at times there’s 
warmth and depth at both ends of the 
spectrum, it won’t be mistaken for an 
audiophile recording.

Nowadays, Phillips’s lyrics seem 
uncommonly reflective—but don’t 
assume that, for him, wry equates 
with weak, or poignant with obvious. 
Plus—what gorgeous tunes. From the 
rippling acoustic-guitars-and-piano 
ramble of “Smoke and Sparks” to 
the train-a-comin’ Holly-Cash-Earle 
choogle that is “Loaded Gun” and a 
neopsychedelic slice of cosmic-cowboy 
pop, “San Andreas Fault,” so luminous 
you’d swear the Laurel Canyon hills 
were alive anew with the sound of 
music, Phillips & Co. hit enough sweet 
spots over the course of this hour-long 
set to suggest that someone should 
turn The Narrows into a required college 
course in the history of Americana.
—Fred Mills

JAZZ



S
ome audiophiles believe that acquiring a 

particular audio component will move their system 

to a much higher level of 

performance. But should that be 

the next step?

T e reason I ask

Hello. My name is Jim Smith. 

You may know me from a few 

years ago when I imported Avant-

garde Acoustic loudspeakers, as 

well as Audiopax and Zanden. 

And you may have read my book-

let, 31 Secrets to Better Sound. 

Over 15,000 audiophiles received 

it. Hundreds wrote or called to 

thank me for the big improvement 

in their systems.

During that time, I visited nu-

merous audiophiles and listened 

to their systems. In all of those 

visits, I never encountered one 

system that was performing any-

where near its potential!  I know 

that there must be some, but I 

certainly never encountered any.

Is it OK to tell the truth?

Few of those systems were 

performing at even half of the 

performance of which they were 

capable! And yet, the common 

denominator among their owners 

was the question, “What about up-

grading to the (current rave) XYZ 

component?” Clearly, they thought 

that buying a new component—

amplifi er, CD player, etc.—was the path to audio nirvana.

But their priorities were misplaced. T ere was no need 

to spend another dime on components until they had got-

ten their system optimized to be able to “play the room.”

T rowing money out of the window

Let’s face it. Buying a new component without getting 

the performance that you ought to get from it is about the 

same as throwing money out of the window! 

Most of the press reviews have commented very favor-

ably on this aspect (actual rewards from an investment) 

that comes with your purchase of 

Get Better Sound. T e reviewers 

get it, and so can you!

Disagree slightly

I really appreciate Srajan’s re-

cent comments about Get Better 

Sound. However, I think of the 

manual not so much as a shortcut,

but as a crucial—and highly af-

fordable—next step to get better 

sound from any system.

My goal is to show you how to 

greatly improve your sound, and 

how to do it without spending a 

fortune. Plus, when you do make 

a purchase, you’ll be confi dent 

that you’ve selected the very best 

component. T e 202 tips in the 

GBS manual have provided the 

highest levels of performance 

in audio systems around the 

world—in systems just like yours.

No more secrets

Now you can use the same 

techniques that I used to win 

those “Best Sound of Show” press 

comments and to receive con-

tinuing acclaim from my personal 

clients for over 35 years.

For much more information, 

including how to order your copy 

of Get Better Sound, visit www.

getbettersound.com. E-mail me 

at jim@getbettersound.com, or call me at 770-777-2095.

Best regards,

Jim Smith

For info on more Get Better Sound services, visit www.

getbettersound.com

“If you could significantly improve the sound of your 
audio system for under $30, would you do it?”

“Get Bet er Sound is the cheapest good 

tweak you can buy for your system. 

True—and I’m not bashful about saying 

it. It also has the potential to be among 

the best system investments you can 

make, period…” 

—Art Dudley, Stereophile

“…Jim’s book is one monster shortcut 

for the rest of us…if we’re serious 

about this business of bet er sound…”

—Srajan Ebaen, Publisher, 6moons.com

Get Bet er Sound: Reference Set-up Manual, DVD, Quarter Notes, StraightTalk, RoomPlayTM Custom Voicing

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

Nine ensembles with Detroit ties

Blue Note B002405002 (CD). 1961–2015. Don Was, 

Francis Wolff, Alfred Lion, Duke Pearson, prods.; Eric 

Morgeson, unidentified others, engs. AAD/DDD? 

TT: 69:31

PERFORMANCE

SONICS

This record offers a quick education 
in the 50-year history of a special jazz 
community. From the long list of 
badasses who came from Detroit, four 
are represented here, in tracks from 
the 1960s: Elvin Jones, Joe Hender-
son, Donald Byrd, and Kenny Cox. 
There are five new tracks by players 
from Detroit, both prominent (James 
Carter, Sheila Jordan, Marcus Belgrave) 
and not (Marion Hayden, A. Spencer 
Barefield).

Detroit Jazz City is a benefit album. 
Proceeds go to a southeastern Michi-
gan organization, Focus: HOPE. It 
opens with “The Uncrowned King,” 
an anthem both confrontational and 
elusive. The leader is the propulsive 
bassist Hayden. Trumpeter Rayse Biggs, 
tenor saxophonist Vincent Bowens, and 
alto saxophonist Cassius Richmond 
all kill. It is pure Detroit hard bop, but 
in a wilder, looser, new-millennium 
version. Hayden’s rhythm section also 
backs Carter’s ferocious soprano saxo-
phone in “Many Blessings.”

“Mode for Joe,” from 1966, and 
“French Spice,” from 1961, remind us 
how compelling Henderson and Byrd 
were in their primes, and establish 
a lineage to Bowens and Biggs. The 
figures who tie it all together are 
Jordan and Belgrave. They both lived 
the whole history. Accompanied by 
Hayden, they make new statements 
for Detroit Jazz City. Jordan, now 87, is 
strong and clear in her Detroit auto-
biography, “Sheila’s Blues.” Belgrave 
plays heartfelt, hard-nosed trumpet in 
his ballad “Lottie The Body’s Mood.” 
He died at 78, in 2015. This album is 
dedicated to his memory.
—Thomas Conrad

NOLATET

Dogs

The Royal Potato Family RPF 1601 (CD). 2016.  

Misha Kachkachishvili, prod.; Brian Lucey, mastering.  

DDD? TT: 30:53

PERFORMANCE

SONICS

Traditional jazz in New Orleans is a 
century old, and still thriving in clubs 
all over the city. But there’s also a 
vibrant contemporary jazz scene that’s 
not as well known and is much harder 
to find. Some of the most creative 
young musicians in the world are in-
teracting in upstairs galleries and small 
clubs to make music that embraces 
the spirit of the past as well as the pos-
sibilities of the future.

The newest expression of this talent 
is Nolatet, a chamber jazz quartet that 
parallels the advances made a genera-
tion ago by the Modern Jazz Quartet. 
The instrumentation is the same—pi-
ano, vibraphone, bass, drums—but the 
conception takes improvisation to an-
other level. Mike Dillon’s vibraphone 
and Brian Haas’s piano combine in 
some beautiful delicate unison themes 
and variations, particularly the gor-
geous album opener, “Pops,” a piece of 
stately quietude that recalls the MJQ’s 
“Skating in Central Park.”

The real stars of this outfit, though, 
are the rhythm section, bassist James 
Singleton and drummer Johnny 
Vidacovich. These magnificent players 
have been a team for some 40 years 
in one of the city’s flagship modern-
jazz outfits, Astral Project, and have in-
teracted, together and separately, with 
all aspects of the city’s music, from 
second lines and Mardi Gras Indian 
accompaniments to string quartets. 
Their brilliance can be heard in the 
challenging “Bongo Joe,” a tribute to 
the legendary street musician and per-
cussionist George Coleman, who was 
a fixture at the New Orleans Jazz and 
Heritage Festival in its early days.
—John Swenson

ADAM LARSON

Selective Amnesia

Adam Larson, tenor saxophone; Matthew Stevens, 

guitar; Fabian Almazan, piano, Fender Rhodes; Matt 

Penman, bass; Jimmy Macbride, drums

Inner Circle INCM 054 (CD). 2015. Ted Tuthill, prod., 

eng. DDD. TT: 51:58

PERFORMANCE

SONICS

A compelling young tenor player 
on the New York jazz scene, Adam 
Larson released two albums before 
coming aboard Greg Osby’s Inner 
Circle label for Selective Amnesia. This 
new outing is as fine a showcase as he 
could want: all original tunes, a top-tier 
band, vividly rendered sound recorded 
at Manhattan’s Sear Sound. But strong 
recordings by young jazz bandleaders 
are many. Larson takes the extra step, 
making his case as a refined, imagina-
tive composer whose highly complex 
ideas retain melodic accessibility and 
allure. The funky strut and modified 
blues harmonies of the colorfully 
named “ShitPay” spring to mind.

Larson’s cohorts, including rising-
star drummer Jimmy Macbride, bring 
not only virtuosity but a deep subtlety 
and seasoning to the material. Guitarist 
Matthew Stevens emerges as a lead 
voice alongside Larson, summoning a 
crisp tone and devouring every tangled 
unison line Larson can throw at him. 
The facts that Stevens doesn’t solo until 
track 3, “McWendel,” and carries the 
melody of “Gratitude” by himself the 
first time through, prove Larson’s abil-
ity to mix it up in the ensemble and 
keep the textures fresh.

Bassist Matt Penman, the veteran of 
the group, begins “Gratitude” unac-
companied, solos with depth and 
poise in the rhythmically intricate 
“Disguise,” and provides a low-register 
solidity that makes Larson’s writing 
sparkle. Pianist Fabian Almazan, as ac-
companist and soloist, is simply aglow.  
Larson shines consistently on tenor, 
whether in the grooving tracks or the 
lyrically swinging “Suitable Replace-
ment” and “Your Loss.”—David R. Adler
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MANUFACTURERS’ 
COMMENTS

THIS ISSUE: NAD, Graham Engineering,

Mørch, Acoustic Sounds, and Elac Americas

respond to our reviews of their products.

it is probably the fault of the recording, 
and that adding distortion at a later stage 
will enhance some recordings only to the 
detriment of others. Greg Stidsen

Director of Technology and  
Product Planning

NAD

TechDAS Air Force One

Editor:
To say that the new titanium platter is an 
important step forward for the Air Force 
One is to put it mildly. At the risk of 
hyperbole, it brings the One to another 
level of performance entirely, and in this 
we are pleased that Michael Fremer, even 
in a brief audition, heard this combina-
tion. Although he did not have time for a 
more lengthy analysis, the regular “Ana-
log Corner” reader will no doubt see 
Michael’s well-considered enthusiasm. 
Both TechDAS and Graham Engineer-
ing are, of course, pleased to have our 
significant efforts of design and improve-
ment in the turntable appreciated this 
much. Auditions can be arranged with 
our expanding dealer network; I believe 
you’ll agree with us that, of currently 
available turntables, the Air Force One is 
a true state-of-the-art product.

Bob Graham
Graham Engineering

Mørch DP-8

Editor:
I can see, in one of the pictures in “Ana-
log Corner,” that it is a “red” armtube 
that Michael Fremer is using. My wife 
and I, together with a friend in Germany, 
made a comparison of the “red” and 
the “blue” armtube with my DaCapo 
cartridge. The “blue” armtube sounded 
much more airy and present than the 
“red” one, and had the same bass. My 
friend’s van den Hul cartridge sounded 
the best with the “red” armtube. When 
comparing the three tonearms on Dr. Fe-
ickert’s turntable, it was not mentioned 
which cartridge was used. Maybe it was a 
cartridge that should have had the “blue” 
armtube. In some cases, which weight of 
armtube will sound best doesn’t fit with 
the calculations.

In the draft of the review, it is men-
tioned that the effective mass of the 
Reed tonearm used is 14gm. The Kuzma 
4Point also is in this area. The Mørch 

NAD Masters Series M22

Editor:
NAD thanks Stereophile for the kind 
words and thorough evaluation of the 
M22’s sound and measured performance 
(March 2016). NAD has always been 
known as an amplifier company, and 
the M22 is our best effort to date. That 
it can stand shoulder to shoulder with 
many highly regarded high-end ampli-
fiers is testament to NAD’s thorough 
engineering and application of advanced 
technology. After over 40 years of 
producing high-performing and easily 
affordable amplifiers, NAD has based its 
success on extracting the very last morsel 
of performance from a given technology. 
This pragmatic approach has sometimes 
led us away from convention, to produce 
some very interesting designs that favor 
the elements that provide demonstrated 
sonic advantages. 

The M22 is a case in point. NAD has 
employed the innovative and truly superb 
behavior of Bruno Putzeys’s very stable 
NCore amplifier technology with Bjørn 
Erik Edvardsen’s latest thinking in power-
supply control, which brings his belief 
in the importance of dynamic power ca-
pability to a new level of precision using 
an advanced switch-mode power supply. 
The validity of fitting the power envelope 
to the dynamic character of music was 
highlighted when Kal Rubinson found 
no practical improvement when he tried 
bridged M22s (to more than double the 
power) with his demanding reference 
loudspeakers. A single stereo M22 has 
over 600W of dynamic power available 
per channel for his 4 ohm speakers. As he 
stated, his ears gave up before the system 
ran out of undistorted power. He also 
noted the lively, open nature of the M22, 
another sonic signature of uncompressed 
dynamic peaks.

The measurements, as John Atkinson 
noted, are “the very model of a mod-
ern class-D amplifier!,” yet the distor-
tion measurements at low signal levels 
(below) are actually swamped by the 
ultrasonic switching noise of the class-D 
modulation. Even the squarewave shows 
the artifacts of the AES input filter used 
for the measurement of switching ampli-
fiers. Since it is unlikely that this low-lev-
el switching noise at 446kHz would ever 
make it through the series inductance of 
speaker wire and crossover network, or 
be reproduced by any known tweeter, 
its sonic effect is probably an academic 
argument. But the measured result is 
actually 10 times worse compared to a 
measurement band limited to the audible 
range of frequencies. It is an interest-
ing topic that I’m sure will be debated 
as we seek to better correlate measured 
performance with audible sound quality, 
and as calibrated reference measuring 
instruments struggle to quantify ever-
more-perfect amplifiers.

Class-D (or high-speed switching 
amplifiers), once derided by audio-
philes, have now surpassed class-A and 
-AB designs in many key performance 
areas. Whether audiophiles prefer the 
uncolored honesty of a distortion-free 
amplifier is still a personal decision, 
but we would argue that if a recording 
sounds better with some added warmth 
in the midrange or sparkle at the top, 

“Vibrating like sex 
toys!” I guess I at least 
have an alternative 
career, once my ears 
give out!

W Hz

% %
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Now, this cabinet thing: “vibrating like 
sex toys!” I guess I at least have an alter-
native career, once my ears give out!

Yes, the cabinets vibrate. As Herb 
quotes me as saying, I sacrificed cabinet 
rigidity, and hence cost, in favor of 
spending the budget on drivers and 
crossover. Herb “listened for for the 
audible effects of those vibrations, mostly 
unsuccessfully” until he found music that 
showed its effects. The issue with cabinet 
resonance is that it’s complex: high-level-
but-high-Q resonances are often less 
audible than lower-level-but-lower-Q 
ones. They get excited less often—but, of 
course, as Herb noted, once they do get 
excited, they do get excited.

A final point regarding John Atkin-
son’s comment on top-end dispersion 
and its audibility depending on room 
damping: At these price points, the 
likelihood is that listeners’ rooms will 
be less damped, with little deliberate 
acoustic treatment. European rooms also 
tend to be livelier. I tried to take this into 
account in how I tailored the Debut B6’s 
response. Then there’s the factor that 
12-year-olds have much better high-
frequency hearing . . . ! Andrew Jones

Elac Americas

with the “red” armtube only is only half 
that weight. The comparison might have 
been better had the “blue” armtube been 
used, as this also has an effective mass of 
14gm. Hans Henrik Mørch

Mørch

The red armtube was the correct choice for the 
Lyra Atlas and Etna cartridges, as it put the 
vertical resonant frequency at around 10Hz. 
The red arm was somewhat low in mass for 
the Ortofon A95 cartridge, but still in the 
ballpark.—Michael Fremer

SME M2-9

Editor:
Many thanks to Herb Reichert for shar-
ing his listening experience of the SME 
M2-9 tonearm as having been “one of 
the high points of my Stereophile cub-
reporter life.”

As a side note, it is worth 
mentioning that the SME 
M2-9, as well as the 
upmarket SME 
Series 300 

Model 309 tonearms, are available in 10" 
versions (models M2-10 and 310). Both 
of these 10" versions are very popular 
with Japanese turntables such as the 
Technics SL1200, where the extra room 
is available—a very favorable option in 
terms of minimizing tracking error while 
maintaining dynamics. Chad Stelly

Acoustic Sounds

Elac Debut B6

Editor:
Herb who? ;-)
I was clearly in the show fog of not 
putting names to faces. I generally don’t 
stare at name badges until after I’ve 
realized, once again, that I’ve forgotten a 
name—and then it’s that game of trying 
to read the name badge without looking 
as if I’m trying to read the name badge! 
Sorry, Herb. :-)

Herb is not so much of a “cub re-
porter” as, it appears, some of my fans are 
“cub listeners.” I knew I was aiming at a 
younger listener when designing these 
speakers—it’s just that I wasn’t thinking 
I’d engage 12-year-olds. But that is really 
encouraging: My own interest in audio 
began at around that age, so it’s good to 
complete the circle.

ANY CLOD CAN HAVE THE FACTS; HAVING OPINIONS IS AN ART
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      Alan A Shaw, designer

Made in England
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AUDIO ART, est. 1976 – Edge-of-the-art 
audio components dedicated to serving music. 
Aesthetix, Audience, Avalon, Ayre, Benz, Cardas, 
Clearaudio, Hegel, Jeff Rowland, Martin Logan, 
Music Hall, Pro-Ject Series, Rega, Shunyata, 
SME, Sonus Faber, Spendor, Vandersteen.  
(804) 358-5300, AudioArtUSA@aol.com, 
Richmond, VA.

AUDIOCLASSICS.COM – Buys / Sells /  
Trades / Repairs - Appraises New, Used 
& Vintage McIntosh, Marantz, Tannoy, 
JBL, Levinson and other High End audio 
equipment. 3501 Vestal Road, Vestal, NY 
13850 (800) 321-2834

SALT LAKE CITY AREA – Aesthetix, AMG, 
Audio Research, Clearaudio, Dynavector, EAT, 
Esoteric, Exposure, Harbeth, Kimber, Marantz, 
Ortofon, Plinius, Primare, REL, Rogue, 
Shunyata, Vienna Acoustics, VPI, and more! 
(801) 647-8583 or visit www.arisaudio.com

LONG ISLAND, NEW YORK – Audience, 
Audio Physic, Audio Desk, Audioquest, 
Avalon Acoustics, Berkeley Audio Design, 
Bryston, Cardas, Conrad-Johnson, Dali, 
Esoteric, Jeff Rowland, Hegel, Lyra, Martin-
Logan, Oppo, Oracle Audio, Ortofon, Purist 
Audio Design, Plinius, Siltech, SME, Stax, 
Symposium Acoustics, Tannoy Prestige, 
Totem, VPI, Wireworld and many more. 
Large selection of fine preowned gear, quality 
trades welcome, analog guru on board.  
New York Sound & Vision (631) 321-8969 
or visit www.newyorksoundandvision.com
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Secure online ordering
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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

writing it. It just seemed obvious that it was right in 
his range. Yet the whole time, he was thinking, ‘This is 
a song for Susan to sing.’ When she heard it, she said, 
‘This is Mike’s song.’”

For audiophiles, one of the Tedeschi Trucks Band’s most 
rewarding evolutions is a growing awareness that they need 
to get a natural sound on their studio recordings. Listening 
to an LP pressing of their latest reveals that they’ve succeeded 
in finding a middle ground in the loudness wars. Credited 
in the liner notes as having mastered Let Me Get By is famed 
engineer Bob Ludwig, who’s been known to take his name 
off projects when he doesn’t agree with the sonic choices 

“When you’re mixing a record, and you give it to a mas-
tering guy, and the label’s gonna ask for it to be loud, you 
have to really work to have it not loud,” Trucks says. “It’s a 
constant when you’re dealing with having songs ready for 
radio, and all of that. We are really conscious of that. One 
of the things that we did early in this process, and we mixed 
everything to tape, was we sent Bob Ludwig one of the ear-
liest mixes, just to get his take on it. This was the first time 
we were [engineering and producing] it all ourselves, and so 
we wanted to make sure we were in the ballpark. And he 
had some really great comments on things like, ‘They don’t 
make tape like they used to—you can’t hit the tape the way 
you were supposed to hit it 25 years ago. You have to dial it 
back a dB or two.’

“With Bob, we trust his ears, and we really tried to make 
sure that we found the sweet spot where you’re not going 
to get lost in the mix—but we also want the record to sound 
good when we get home, when we get the vinyl pressing 
and crank it up on our systems. We mix for our own enjoy-
ment. We don’t mix for radio. Who knows if we lose any 
ground that way, but in the end, I think it’s right.” n

Music Editor Robert Baird (RBaird@enthusiastnetwork.com) 
finds all this talk of anyone having too many records patently absurd.

D
erek Trucks is uniquely qualified to 
lead a 12-piece band. Where better 
to have learned what it takes to keep 
a group together—a group in which 

your wife sings—than for a time being a part 
of his uncle’s legendarily fraught and fractious 
outfit, the Allman Brothers Band? 

“It can be intense. It’s a lot of personalities,” 
Trucks told me, speaking of the Tedeschi 
Trucks Band. “It’s a lot of musicality to 
wrangle and make sure it’s pointed in the right 
direction. You also have make sure everybody 
is inspired and gettin’ to do their thing. If you 
have guys who can really thrive in an improvi-
sational world, you need to make sure they get 
to really flex.”

Fortunately, Trucks’s wrangling seems to 
have lassoed a winner in the band’s fourth 
album, Let Me Get By, just released on their 
new label, Concord Music. While their first 
three records, from Revelator (2011) through 
Live: Everybody’s Talkin’ (2012) and Made Up 
Mind (2013), all had their moments, and the 
TTB’s multihued, horny punchy, blend of blues-rock, 
led by Trucks’s gifted work on Gibson SG guitar, always 
brimmed with potential on record—and was rockin’ and fun 
in concert—it seemed that, in the studio, the band was more 
promise than proof. With the release of Let Me Get By, that’s 
changed.

“That’s the general feel and consensus,” Trucks says from 
somewhere on a tour that’s scheduled to last through the 
end of the year. “The first record was the band learning 
itself. The second [studio] record, which has great per-
formances and sounds and songs, used four different bass 
players, and everything is kind of guided from there. This is 
the first time we captured the potential of what the band is. 
I feel like it really is like the first chapter.”

In the TTB, a musical strength equal to Trucks’s guitar 
playing is multi-instrumentalist Kofi Burbridge’s work on 
flute, piano, organ, and a multitude of other keyboards. In 
Mike Mattison and Susan Tedeschi, Trucks’s wife, the band 
also has two dynamic singers. At this point, Tedeschi has 
put aside her solo career, and mostly laid down her guitar in 
favor of being a singer with a similar tone and approach to 
Bonnie Raitt, with a little Janis Joplin thrown in for empha-
sis. Her vocals in tunes like the poppy opener, “Anyhow,” 
and the organ-led stomper “I Want More,” are the best of 
her career. Mattison shows off his smooth vocal skills in the 
album’s most ambitious track and its creative heart: “Crying 
Over You/Swamp Raga for Holzapfel, Lefebvre, Flute and 
Harmonium.”

How does the TTB divide the vocal duties? “Mike just 
naturally defers,” Trucks says. “With ‘Crying Over You,’ he 
brought in the bulk of that tune, and then he and I finished 

Evolution Jam

“It’s a guitar made in Baltimore around the

turn of the 20th century. A friend lent me one.

It’s a pretty magical instrument. I ended up not

letting him have it back!”

—DEREK TRUCKS ON THE MEANING OF HOLZAPFEL  

IN  “CRYING OVER YOU/SWAMP RAGA FOR  

HOLZAPFEL, LEFEBVRE, FLUTE AND HARMONIUM.”

All In The Family: 

The Tedeschi 

Trucks Band.



The hard reality is that audio cables can only do damage: they can blur or smear 

information, distort phase relationships, destroy detail and add colouration. 

Bad cables can – and all too often do – ruin the best of systems.

To make the best cables, the ones that do the least damage, takes years of experience 

and accumulated knowledge, the development of new techniques and proprietary 

technology – and a willingness still to learn…

In performance terms, that’s when evolution sparks revolution.

Siltech - years of excellence are no accident.

www.siltechcables.com
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BUILT TO LAST

Naim Statement
746 W/channel 
(1 horsepower) 

$270,000

Tradition. Longevity. While many audio brands claim these 
attributes, very few actually follow through with them. Buying 
a Naim product is an investment in many years of incredible 
musical  experiences. It’s a choice to make music a central 
part of your life.
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