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                      ith the Consumer Electronics 
Show and our Music Annual issue relegated 
to the past, it’s time to dig in to the new year 
with more music and gear—a lot more. This 
is one of our biggest issues ever, with almost 
240 pages of music and gear for your enjoy-
ment. And we’ll be posting plenty of goodies 
to our website between now and issue 63. 
(We just had too much to fit it all in!)

Continuing our trend of covering more 
vintage hi-fi gear than any other audio publi-
cation, we feature one of Nelson Pass’ earli-
est creations, the Threshold CAS 10 power 
amp. Shaking the cobwebs off, the amp still 
proves a valid choice in 2014, and as we’ve 
said time and time again, a great piece of 
well-taken-care-of gear from hi-fi’s past is a 
fantastic way to build a system on a modest 
budget.

However, if you like to have the pleasure 
of being the first one to take gear out of the 
box, we have a very cool DAC and integrated 
amplifier from Musical Fidelity that won’t 
break the bank or take up too much floor 
space. And keeping up our commitment of 
finding more gear that offers a high price-
to-performance ratio, I revisit the legendary 
Vandersteen model 1, now designated 1Ci. 
Along with the KEF LS-50, these speakers 
have to be one of the best values in high-end 
audio, delivering an incredibly lifelike musical 
experience for $1,145 a pair.  

While not inexpensive, the Rogers PA-1A 
phonostage offers price-is-no-object perfor-
mance, for $7,400, which is stellar value no 
matter how you slice it. Those loving gear 
from the stratosphere, fear not, issue 63 
will feature the $85,000-per-pair Dynaudio 
Evidence Platinum speakers, along with a 
long-term review of the $110,000 dCS Vivaldi 
stack. Bottom line, there’s more great gear 
than ever, regardless of your meal plan, so 
let’s investigate it all.

And for our music-loving readers, music 
editor Bob Gendron and our staff have as-
sembled an absolutely killer compilation of 
music reviews for you this issue, so get out to 
your favorite record store and grab some new 
music! Next issue we will be featuring live 
coverage of the Afghan Whigs as they go on 
tour to support their first studio album in 15 
years—so stay tuned.

Thank you as always for reading. We 
hope you enjoy this issue.

http://audioarts.com
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Futurama’s
Dr. Zoidberg

by Kidrobot
k idrobot .com

New coNtributor

Jerome Brunet

Jerome Brunet was born in southern 
France and raised in Ontario, Canada. 
His passion for music began at the 
age of four, when he started studying 
as a classical cellist for eight years 
before moving on to the guitar. He 
continues to play guitar to this day. 
Jerome displayed an early talent in 
the visual arts, studying the discipline 
in high school before completing 
a formal education in photography 
at the prestigious E.F.E.T. School of 
Photography in Paris, France.

Jerome’s award-winning 
photography has been published 
internationally in such publications 
as Vanity Fair, Rolling Stone, Time, 
Billboard, Popular Photography, 
American Photo, Guitar World, 
Forbes and The New York Times. 
His client list includes Nikon, Fender, 
Gibson, John Varvatos, Warner Bros. 
Records and he has collaborated with 
the non-profit organizations Unicef, 
Oxfam, Rock for MS and the T.J. 
Martell Foundation. 

Jerome works and lives in 
the San Francisco Bay Area and 
is represented exclusively and 
worldwide by the Zuma Press photo 
agency and Rock Paper Photo 
gallery.

www.JeromeBrunet.com

Visit www.focal.com for more information
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long search... and a higher expenditure.” 
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A New Era of Performance
The new Aria 900 range marks an important milestone in Focal’s history and a major step forward for all audiophiles seeking high performance 
sound reproduction.  At the heart of every  Aria 900 speaker, you will find drivers using a revolutionary composite sandwich cone that cleverly 
blends Flax fibers and layers of Glass, a new aluminum inverted dome tweeter with Poron suspension, state of the art cabinets and crossovers. 
Through 5 years of fundamental research, no detail was ignored and no stone was left unturned, all to bring together a level of performance 
that will ignite your passion for music at a surprisingly affordable price.
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“I’ve had the honor of being the 

official photographer for the Santa 

Cruz Blues Festival for over seven 

years now, a boutique festival 

featuring world-class musicians 

the likes of Buddy Guy, Etta 

James, Joe Cocker, James Cotton 

and B.B. King to name a few. One 

of the true highlights of my career 

was shooting the legendary Muddy 

Waters pianist ‘Pinetop Perkins’ 

backstage, regarded as one of the 

best and certainly most enduring 

blues pianists and one of the last 

of the great Mississippi bluesmen.”

  —Jerome Brunet

You can find more of Jerome’s work at 
www.jeromebrunet.com  

Limited edition prints are available.

Pinetop 
Perkins
May 24, 2008  
Photo by Jerome Brunet

Blues pianist Pinetop Perkins,  
backstage at the 16th Annual  
Santa Cruz Blues Festival
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http://www.jeromebrunet.com


M a r c h  2 0 1 4  1918 TONEA U D I O  NO.62

F E A T U R E
OL

D 
SC

HO
OL

Pass continued his quest for bet-
ter and better solid state sound when 
he formed Pass Labs. The early Aleph 
models with their odd but functional 
cosmetics have stood the test of time 
well with their glorious sound qual-
ity—and they are still highly coveted. 
At this year’s Consumer Electronics 
Show Pass pushed further with the in-
troduction of a pair of extremely limited 
edition Vfet amps which were shown 
in the SONY suite. I’m not the only 
one who remembers how impressive 
SONY and Yamaha Vfet amps sound-
ed when they were first introduced 
and these were glorious.

One of Nelson’s First
The Threshold CAS 2 Power Amplifier
By Jerold O’Brien

             elson Pass has never been one to hang his hat on just one type 

             of amplifier topology. During his time at Threshold, Pass Labs  

             and First Watt, he always pushes the envelope in what can be 

achieved in solid state amplification. He was one of the first to popularize 

Class A amplifiers in the 1970s when most manufacturers were striving for 

massive power output, and the Threshold 400A and 800A were landmark 

designs. The Stasis amplifiers that followed, sought to satisfy those 

wanting higher power output while retaining the musical qualities of Class 

A. I have many a fond memory of listening to Stasis amplifiers on the high 

end speakers of the late ‘70s and early ‘80s.

The subject of this article is one 
of Nelson’s lesser-known models, the 
CAS 2. This amp was manufactured 
along side some of the Threshold 
Class A and STASIS models from 
1979 to 1981. It came to be manu-
factured as the result of a white pa-
per that Pass wrote about cascode 
circuit design. This design seeks to 
offer similar results to pure Class A 
operation but without the high cost 
of such designs. In essence it seeks 
to achieve a lack of signal compres-
sion by eliminating nonlinearities in 
the power transistors due to voltage 
changes in the circuit. (continued)

N
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The result gives one very low dis-
tortion and very wide bandwidth. I 
guess one could refer to this circuit 
topology as a “proto” Stasis de-
sign. In its day, this was the amp to 
buy if you couldn’t afford a 400A.

The technical highlights of 
the CAS 2 are as follows: full dual 
mono design, twelve high-speed 
output devices per channel, stout 
power supply and high current 
capability. It delivers 125 watts per 
channel and rated distortion is a 
mere 0.03%. Weighing in at a hefty 
28 pounds, the CAS 2 is relatively 
compact and it features the double 
row of LED power output indica-
tors, which you will either love or 
hate. Our publisher and I have 
been arguing this over many a pint 
since the day these amplifiers were 
introduced – he loves em, I hate 
em.   

Jay Leno says “you don’t find 
the cars, the cars find you.” And so 

it goes with vintage hifi equipment. 
I came by this example almost by 
accident and for a very low price. 
It was a bit rough around the edg-
es and obviously had never been 
cleaned or serviced.  Neverthe-
less, I put it into the system to find 
out what I had stumbled upon. Af-
ter a requisite warm-up I soon got 
what the fuss is about. It produces 
a big sound stage with a fair de-
gree of transparency.  I did detect 
a bit of haze in the treble region 
and a some roughness in the bass 
region but my suspicions were that 
after thirty plus years since being 
manufactured, some parts were 
probably past their prime. Excited 
with the first listen, I immediately 
shipped it to Jon Soderberg of 
Vintage Amp Repair in Citrus 
Heights, CA. Soderberg has a 
reputation for working wonders on 
old Threshold amps, and indeed 
he worked wonders on this one. In 
addition to the usual replacement 

of all capacitors and output de-
vices, we did a bit of tweaking and 
upgrading in the form of Cardas bil-
let copper speaker binding posts, 
Cardas rca connectors and Audi-
ence pcocc internal wiring. While he 
had the hood up I all but the 0dB 
and above LEDs which now only 
indicate the onset of clipping. In ad-
dition, I did some chassis and case-
work damping. Our publisher gave 
out a heavy sigh when I told him of 
this during the photo session.

I was pleasantly surprised re-
turning the CAS 2 back into the 
system. The soundstage and trans-
parency that I mentioned earlier 
were enhanced even further, the 
treble haze was gone, replaced 
by a pristine even-handed quality. 
The lower register was equally sat-
isfying: the roughness in the bass 
region had been replaced by detail 
and grip. I let it burn in for a week 
before I did any critical listening. 
(continued)

http://www.auralic.com
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As I did listen, it became increas-
ingly obvious that this amplifier is 
something special. No matter what I 
threw at it, it never put a foot wrong 
nor was it completely overshad-
owed by some serious competition 
on hand. My reference Coda S-100 
and the Burmester 911 on loan from 
the mother ship provided different 
sonic flavors and bettered the CAS 
2 in some areas. The Coda exhibits 
a sweeter mid treble and has a slight 
edge in the air around instruments. 
The Burmester is warmer in overall 
character and has more control in 
the mid bass area. However, while 
listening to the Threshold, I never felt 
compelled to substitute one of the 
other amps, I merely appreciated it 
for what it could do.

Since the soundstage was so 
big, I tried a lot of big music. First up 
was Rachmaninoff Symphonic Danc-
es (Eiji Oue, Minnesota Orchestra, 
Reference Recordings). The massed 
string sounds were sinewy and 
muscular while horn sections were 
presented with authority. Similarly, 
Mephisto & Co. (Same conductor 
orchestra and label) with its multiple 
crescendos provided that orchestral 
wallop which can cause some amps 
to fall apart. Not so the Threshold 
even though I managed to light the 
clipping indicators a few times. The 
CAS 2 never sounded strained or out 
of control.

Moving on to a pop vein, I tried 
Prince’s N.E.W.S (NPG). The punish-
ing horn inflected funk on fourteen 
minutes of “South” gave the CAS 2 a 
workout but it plumbed the bottom 
with forceful abandon. This managed 
to get the CAS 2 fairly warm, but nev-
er hot, a testament to its fundamental 

F E A T U R E
OL

D 
SC

HO
OL

F E A T U R E

design. And while we were getting 
funky, Liquid Soul’s “Sure Fire One” 
from the album Here’s The Deal 
(Shanadie) with its polyrhythmic 
blend of rock, soul, rap and funk 
made my whole household want to 
get up and party.

Jazz recordings sounded equally 
fine with the Threshold in the system. 
On McCoy Tyner’s  “Three Flowers” 
from the album Today And Tomor-
row (Impulse!) Tyner’s piano sounded 
crisp and clean while the cymbal 
work of Elvin Jones either shim-
mered with delicacy or splashed with 
force. On “Root Down (and Get It )”  
from Jimmy Smith’s Jimmy Smith 
Live! Root Down the Hammond B3 
sound is unmistakable and the at-
tack of Buck Clarke’s conga set is 
fast, meaty and percussive.

I feel lucky at having acquired 
this amp. I didn’t know what to ex-
pect from it but now that it’s in fine 
fettle, I’m keeping it. For the mere 
$1,200 invested, it can stand in at a 
moment’s notice when I want to hear 
something a bit different from the 
system. Moreover, the basic design 
is such that it’ll probably last another 
thirty years or so. In an era of near 
class D preeminence, good old fash-
ioned heavy metal amps certainly 
have their place, especially ones with 
ground breaking design parameters. 
This model along with the CAS 1 
(featuring 75 w/ch) are out there but 
a bit hard to find. If you’re looking 
for innovation from the past, look no 
further. Now to find a Pass-designed 
preamp to go with it. l

Resources: 
vintageamprepair.net

passlabs.com/articles/
cascode-amp-design

http://www.vintageamprepair.net
https://passlabs.com/articles/cascode-amp-design
https://passlabs.com/articles/cascode-amp-design
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New Releases

The Hold Steady
Teeth Dreams
Washington Square, LP or CD

he Hold Steady personifies the problems exacerbated by the contemporary 

music scene.  Such challenges aren’t exactly new, but they’re different and 

more difficult to solve. Independent of trends, significant changes in how 

people are exposed to and acquire music have made survival for even critically 

acclaimed bands a daunting proposition. Factor in the increasingly unfiltered 

morass of mediocre new music and simultaneous race by countless bloggers 

caught in a self-gratuitous circle-jerk to hype the next best thing, and any 

potential clarity achieved by authoritative reviews or strong word-of-mouth 

recommendations becomes muddled. 

Indeed, for all the talk of major record labels 
getting what they deserved after the shifts in 
distribution and buying habits, fans intent on 
sticking it to the proverbial man have hurt the very 
musicians they profess to love. Lower-tier artists 
dependent on selling albums—whether at brick-
and-mortar stores or merchandise booths—have 
been forced to find alternatives to try and recoup 
some of the money they’ve lost to downloading and 
streaming (illegal or legal). The continued analog 
upswing no doubt helps, but the sales spike falls far 
short of making up for the thousands of fewer units 
moved due to listeners opting to hear via Spotify or 
Beats Audio, sound quality be damned.

Such vexing circumstances are enough to 
force a veteran group like the Hold Steady to 
re-think its existence, which guitarist Tad Kubler 
recently admitted the quintet contemplated. De-
servedly anointed as a breakthrough contender 
nine years ago after releasing two superb indie ef-
forts, the Brooklyn-by-way-of-Minneapolis quintet 
owned up to its promise by delivering 2006’s Girls 
and Boys In America, a cohesive thematic opus 
stabilized by catchy melodies and smart lyrics. 
(continued)Head-and-shoulders above the year’s 
rock class, it generated vibrant buzz and elevated 
the concert-favorite band to mid-level club status. 
(continued)T
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permanently added to the fold, the 
Hold Steady now touts three gui-
tarists. It’s returned to a stripped-
down, more muscular and sinewy-
tough approach that echoes the 
raw zeal of its first two records. 
Finn, too, assumes his comfort-
able position back at the pulpit—in 
his case, a stool pulled up beside 
a well-worn corner bar with buck-
fifty drink specials, a cathode-ray 
television, and the inviting intimacy 
of the type of townie establishment 
quickly fading from mid-America. 

From “Big Cig” to “Run-
ner’s High,” he holds court telling 

Frontman Craig Finn secured 
his place as a beloved, forever-
smirking extrovert willing to intel-
ligently speak on any topic, be it 
religion, drunkenness, or sex.  

But mainstream success 
proved elusive. Then, things got 
worse. The Hold Steady’s secret 
weapon, keyboardist/backing vo-
calist Franz Nicolay, departed after 
2008’s inconsistent and overly 
polished Stay Positive. The group’s 
sound dropped off, and its follow-
up, 2010’s Heaven Is Whenever, 
felt tired and bloated. Finn sub-
sequently issued a low-key solo 

album—often the precursor to a 
band’s death knell—and halted 
any momentum the Hold Steady 
managed to preserve from its beer-
soaked, seat-of-the-pants run as 
indie upstarts. In 2014, where does 
a rock n’ roll band that did every-
thing it was supposed to do go 
from there?

In navigating this still-uncharted 
territory, the Hold Steady answers 
with an intrepid response. Rather 
than call it quits, the group invests 
what sounds like everything it has 
left to give in Teeth Dreams. With 
touring member Steve Selvidge 

conversational stories revolving 
around relationships and anxiet-
ies. Delighting in each subject’s 
dynamics, chemistries, ironies, 
disappointments, half-truths, and 
chess-moves gamesmanship, Finn 
remains more participant than 
preacher. His sharing of vulnerabili-
ties, guilt, and errors grant his lyri-
cal observations a broader depth 
and well-meaning sincerity than 
those belonging to his peers. And, 
as it was at its inception a decade 
ago, the Hold Steady’s greatest 
asset remains its convincing ability 
to sending up such honesty, opti-

mism, and humor up with arena-
based power chords, crunchy 
guitar riffs, and surging hooks that 
celebrate struggles, forgive weak-
nesses, and praise never-say-die 
spirit even as sinister undercurrents 
dwell in the background. 

Such acumen is alive and well 
on the focused Teeth Dreams, 
whether on the encouraging “Wait 
A While” or surf-tinged power-pop 
washing throughout “The Only 
Thing,” on which wordless vocal 
bridges fight off melancholy and 
frustration, common realities in 
the band’s universe. “Waking up 
with that American sadness,” Finn 
relays on “On With the Business,” 
during which haunting vibrato lines 
highlight a dark underbelly that 
also surfaces on the acoustic-
based “Almost Everything.” In its 
own way, the latter song’s title is a 
metaphor for both the Hold Steady 
and this, its sixth studio effort. 

Yes, the band’s ambitions, 
dreams, and boldness still run 
hockey-goalie-sweater-size big. 
For evidence, just look to “Oaks,” a 
cinematic epic that extends the tra-
dition of brilliant Hold Steady clos-
ing tracks and comes on akin to 
a seasick journey in which death, 
preservation, and hope compete 
as survival hangs in the balance. 

Since this is the Hold Steady, 
there’s seemingly a happy ending, 
yet the conclusion isn’t as clear-cut 
as it would’ve been five years ago 
in the band’s career. 

More mature, and slightly more 
serious, the Hold Steady acknowl-
edges the youthful exuberance of 
its past while wisely refraining to 
repeat it on Teeth Dreams. Yes, 
the record falls a bit short of the 
group’s superb 2004-2006 re-
leases. Yet the inspired songwriting 
and solid performances roar with 
a noise of refreshing victory in the 
face of fickle tastes and innumer-
able here-today, gone-tomorrow 
bands. Besides, disappoint goes 
hand-in-hand with courage—and, 
it’s curable. 

As Finn notes on the rush-
ing “Spinners,” “Heartbreak hurts 
but you can dance it off.” Here’s a 
soundtrack for doing so.  
—Bob Gendron

M U S I C
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At dCS we only build audio 
products that are best in  
their class. 

Because of our unique 
architecture dCS products are 
not constrained by conventional 
design approaches and this 
allows us to focus on creating 
technologies and manufacturing 
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eMA 
The Future’s Void 
Matador, LP or CD

pike Jonze’s Oscar-nominated film Her 

presents a vision of the near-future that’s 

strangely sad. Part romance and part 

cautionary tale, the Joaquin Phoenix 

drama raises questions about the 

increasing intersection of the technological 

and the personal. If our devices aren’t 

yet capable of the human-like emotions 

explored in Jonze’s film, there’s no denying 

our time is more and more devoted to 

connections of the artificial sort.  

Such topics are also on 
the mind of Erika M. Anderson. 
Her second album and first for 
Matador Records, The Future’s 
Void, puts her all-on-the-line 
vocals and digitally maligned 
guitars in near-panic-stricken sci-
fi settings. Songs warn of NSA-
level spying, characters trades 
“selfies” as if narcissism is a 
currency, and blonde-haired pop 
stars are lined-up one-by-one as 
if dropped off an assembly line. 
“You wanna love her, hate her, 
you don’t know,” Anderson sings 
in “So Blonde,” as if identities 
and opinions no longer belong to 
an individual but a collective. 

A former member of the 
noisy, experimental indie-folk-
rock act Gowns, Anderson 
went solo on 2011’s Past Life 
Martyred Saints, an album that 
isn’t an easy listen—even for its 
supporters. With a vocal style 
that’s breathy and desperate, 
and an approach to guitar 
playing where the riffs are 
thin, lacerating, and feedback-
drenched, the dramatically 
personal tales on the record 
sound as if they were trying 
to give a soundtrack to acts 
of personal torture. While The 
Future’s Void doesn’t utilize much 
more than guitars and synths, 
it’s altogether fuller, harder, 
and more urgent. Guitar-based 
orchestrations are anthemic in a 
cyber-punk sort of fashion.   
(continued)S
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“So Blonde” is built around fuzzy guitars 
and washed-out vocals, a sound that 
wouldn’t have been out of place on alt-rock 
radio in the mid-90s (think Veruca Salt), 
while “Solace” is techno-blues that becomes 
all echoes, loops, and frantic beats. “When 
She Comes” is dirtied-up folk rock on 
which Anderson and her pals “terraform” 
the night. But there’s little partying on this 
record. “Smoulder” makes like Dr. Dre with 
repetitive, high-pitched synths only to find 
“empty rage” once the neon pinnacle is 
reached. “We wanted something timeless,” 
Anderson explains on “Dead Celebrity,” a 
song that unfolds like a hymn for our quickly 
disseminated pop-culture world.

Where, exactly, our culture is heading 
a big topic, and one with which Anderson 
grapples throughout the album, often with 
lyrical curtness. The tone is reflective on 
“100 Years,” in which a lost-in-space piano 
touches on a century of engineering feats 
and flu vaccinations, insinuating all that’s 
gained could be lost in a flash. Anderson’s 
“Satellites” and “Neuromancer” could have 
been lifted from The Matrix. “Cthulu” is even 
grander, with gospel-like overtures cutting in 
amid guttural, rave-like synths.  

“I get way down,” hollers Anderson, as 
emotion trumps solutions. It all makes for 
compelling, William Gibson-inspired theater. 
—Todd Martens

©Photo by Erika M Anderson
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It’s the kind of work that demands to 
be experienced on a full-range stereo 
or, at the least, via a great pair of head-
phones. No streaming service or MP3 
file can come close to presenting the 
architectural expanse that stretches out 
on the hour-long affair. 

For Granduciel, the only full-time 
participant of a collective that once 
counted guitarist Kurt Vile as a mem-
ber, the perfectionist-minded effort 
follows up 2011’s breakout Slave Ambi-
ent. Like its predecessor, Lost in the 
Dream is designed to be digested as 
a whole. While devoid of a narrative 
concept, songs unfold in a manner that 
suggests a progressive transformation 
and soulful awakening. Save for the un-
necessary instrumental “The Lost Isle,” 
War on Drugs avoids full-on excursions 
into what borders on art-house film 
music. Not that the band isn’t tempted 
to dabble with moody cinematic pas-
sages. 

Whether it’s the extended ambient 
exit of “Under the Pressure” or sprawl 
of the album-closing “In Reverse,” one 
of Granduciel’s only flaws is knowing 
when to recognize the moment when 
to fade a track out to its logical conclu-
sion. A majority of compositions run 
well beyond the five-minute mark; three 
break the seven-minute barrier. The 
lengths occasionally blunt momentum 
and damage continuity. But sporadic 
editing oversights quickly give way to 
palatial music sculptures that intersect 
at electronic and organic angles and 
merge hallmark 80s synthesizer wash-
es with spacey, guitar-spiked dream-
pop. Demonstrating increased confi-
dence, Granduciel lessens the textural 
density surrounding his singing, and 
vocally, more frequently comes out 
from behind the curtains. He primarily 
operates in the abstract, but most 

lyrics are comprehensible, and 
some deliveries are performed 
sans effects.

Such directness is manifested 
on the relaxed, folksy comfort of 
the jangling title track and cohe-
sive, country-spiked chime of the 
acoustic-anchored “Eyes to the 
Wind.” On both songs, Granduciel 
expresses nervous albeit commit-
ted personal resolve and channels 
Bob Dylan by nasally emphasizing 
sentence-finishing syllables. The-
matically, the tunes contrast the 
turbulence coursing throughout the 
swelling “An Ocean In Between the 
Waves,” during which subtle tempo 
upticks, propulsive bass lines, and 
crunchy guitar riffs underscore the 

The War on Drugs
Lost in the Dream
Secretly Canadian, 2LP or CD

ou could make worse wagers than 

betting that War on Drugs leader Adam 

Granduciel spent countless hours as 

a teenager in his room absorbing and 

memorizing every hi-fi attribute on aurally 

immersive albums like Pink Floyd’s 

Dark Side of the Moon, My Bloody 

Valentine’s Loveless, and Mercury Rev’s 

Deserter’s Songs. A detail-obsessive 

throwback to an era when most artists 

cared about how their records sounded, 

Granduciel crafts stunning sonic temples 

on Lost in the Dream, throughout 

which music is presented in geometric 

dimensions and across countless 

layers of instrumentation, treatments, 

atmospherics, and vocal reverb.

uncertainty and distance marking 
the album’s first half. 

Similarly inviting musical blends 
reoccur, giving songs textural 
shapes and rhythmic devices that 
correspond to Granduciel’s emo-
tions. A purring melody, spare pia-
no notes, and lonely echo-glazed 
guitar fills complement the melan-
cholic “Suffering,” in which spiritual 
gospel accents drift by like translu-
cent fog. Snappy percussive beats, 
milky synthesizers, and a baritone 
saxophone push the dance-groove 
momentum on “Red Eyes,” sent up 
with a catchy chorus and murmur-
ing mysteriousness. 

On the latter tune and anthem-

worthy “Burning”—as well as  
several other fainter places on Lost 
in the Dream—the War on Drugs 
seemingly uses Bruce Springs-
teen’s 1984 smash “Dancing in 
the Dark” as a template, tears it 
apart, and rebuilds it anew, utiliz-
ing syncopation as a foundation, 
roots elements in the background, 
and modern production devices 
as a blank slate. While many of 
Granduciel’s indie contemporaries 
continue to essentially replicate 
80s synthpop to ho-hum effect, 
he’s found a way to take the Me 
Decade’s dominant sound and 
make it feel modern, vital, and tri-
umphant. —Bob GendronY

©Photo by Dusdin Condren
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                           eneh Cherry recorded and mixed Blank Project— 

                           her first solo album in more than 16 years—over the 

course of five days with producer Four Tet. That sense of immediacy 

bleeds into the raw, intimate tracks populating the record.

Opener “Across the Water,” constructed of little more than 

minimalist drums, comes on like futuristic beat poetry, the Swedish 

avant-pop singer/rapper switching between spoken-word cadence 

and soaring, melodic vocals. The fiery title track is similarly percussive, 

though denser, and Cherry matches the more complex beat with her 

subject matter, detailing the various conflicts and victories that come to 

define a marriage. “Does my ass look big in these new trousers?” she 

sings atop buzzing synths that harken back to Maxinquaye-era Tricky. 

“I hate you. I hate you. I love it all.” (continued)

Neneh Cherry
Blank Project
Smalltown Supersound, 2LP/CD or CD

mu-sic mil-len-ni-um
a place where the music & people still matter

#9 on the List of Best Record
Stores in the Country

One of America’s Best 
Record Stores

www.musicmillennium.com
3158 E. Burnside
Portland, Oregon 97214
Phone: (503) 231-8926
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Despite opening amidst a 
clanging metallic beat that conjures 
images of a break-dancing robot 
skeleton, “Naked” gradually evolves 
into one of the album’s more 
fleshed-out tracks, piling on warm 
layers of synthesizer and Cherry’s 
harmonic vocals, which bear some 
influence owing to Qawalli sing-
ers like Nusrat Fateh Ali Khan. The 
dingy “Weightless,” by contrast, 
is anything but, building around 
fuzzed-out, earth-shaking guitars 
and clanging cowbell that mimics 
a train signal—a fitting accompani-
ment to a song that moves like a 
massive locomotive. 

While the music reflects the im-
mediacy of the recording sessions, 
the lyrics often sound born of a 
lifetime of frustration, joy, angst, 
love, and heartache. Cherry sings 
of financial hardship (“Weightless”), 
her fears for mankind’s future 

(“422”), and those often-overlooked 
interactions that come to shape our 
lives (the clattering “Dossier,” which 
sounds like it could have been 
recorded in an industrial centri-
fuge). Even when the music seems 
tossed off —“Everything,” for one, 
could pass for an instrumental junk 
drawer with its assortment of odd-
fitting parts—Cherry’s words offer 
a level of intrigue. “Time is morph-
ing in me,” she rhymes as the track 
undergoes a similar change. “Clock 
is ticking...”

And clearly, the musician 
doesn’t want to waste a second 
of her time with base frivolity. 
Even when pop singer (and fellow 
Swede) Robyn turns up for a guest 
spot “Out of the Black,” Cherry 
hews to the shadows, the two 
countrymen trading verses about 
the meaning of desire. 

Throughout, Cherry, who in 

1989 became a sensation due to 
the smash “Buffalo Stance” and 
disappeared from view just years 
after, drops lines that hint at her 
long absence from the music in-
dustry. “Good things come to 
those who wait,” she sings on a 
handful of the tracks, and there’s a 
clear sense she wouldn’t have re-
turned if she didn’t have something 
meaningful to say. 

Fortunately, Cherry refrains 
from preaching or centering her 
songs squarely on Big Ideas. In-
stead, she focuses on minor in-
trigues, injustices, and intimacies 
that, taken together, offer some 
perspective on the larger picture. 
So, on Blank Project, even during 
those moments where the music 
sounds robotic and machinelike, 
there’s never a doubt a human 
heart beats at the center of it all.  
—Andy Downing
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From tidy, Abercrombie 
and Fitch-styled Americana 
(Mumford and Sons) to 
vapid soft-rock (Imagine 
Dragons) and toothless 
modern country (Florida 
Georgia Line), the dearth 
of grit and dissatisfaction 
in today’s popular sounds 
mirror the castrated flavors 
that dominated the mid-80s 
mainstream while Ronald 
Reagan sacked middle-
class jobs in the name of 
greedy corporations and 
stockholders. 

The self-titled debut 
by Leeds-based Eagulls 
isn’t likely to break the 
stranglehold on factory-line 
pap and benign 80s-minded 
nostalgia. No matter. The 
British quintet’s guitar-
driven agitation and spiteful 
cynicism resound with 
veracity, confrontation, and 
conviction—particularly in 
an environment increasingly 
favoring those in power and 
those with ample resources. 
Howling with sandstorms of 
whirling distortion, propulsive 
bass lines, shoegazer guitar 
haze, Eagulls comes on as a 

M U S I C

eagulls
Eagulls
Partisan, LP or CD

feverish screed against the 
growing divides between 
the haves and have-nots, 
between open opportunity 
and being forced to settle for 
scraping by on spirit-dimming 
scraps. Absent self-pity and 
fortified by disillusionment, 
songs attack with savage 
melodies, sardonic wit, and 
brash vocal deliveries that 
take the form of strident 
wails, snarls, and shouts. 

“There’s a pain in my 
neck,” yelps frontman 
George Mitchell on 
“Footsteps,” which builds in 
tension until the band can 
no longer hold back the 
surge. Health ailments and 
lingering aggravation fester 
throughout, the compromised 
conditions conveyed by 
musical tones and song 
titles. Diseased afflictions on 
the jogging “Never Endings” 
(punctuated by a memorably 
clever “can’t find my end” 
refrain) catchy “Possessed,” 
murky “Yellow Eyes,” and 
hail-spitting “Amber Veins” 
are complemented by cold 
industrial tones, garbage-
disposal noises, and heavy 

phase effects. Mitchell 
frequently sings as if he’s 
scratching a persistent itch 
that won’t stop, the irritation 
growing to the extent he 
sounds like he wants to jump 
out of his skin.  

Indebted to Joy Division, 
early Cure, and very early 
U2, the Eagulls’ post-punk 
leanings manage to vent and 
protest without relying on 
claustrophobic repetition or 
mind-numbing preachiness. 
Songs even have a little bit 
of breathing room. Not that 
the group ever lets up or 
arrives at comfortable middle 
ground. 

“I never/I never/I never 
feel fine,” stutters a yowling 
Mitchell on the aptly coined 
“Soulless Youth.” Here’s 
betting nationalized health 
care isn’t enough to cure 
what plagues him.  
—Bob Gendron

ith unemployment and under-employment rates holding 

still well above average, college costs soaring past the 

reach of all but the well-heeled, and a large majority of 

people born after 1980 starting to recognize they won’t 

ever attain the quality of life afforded their parents, the 

Millennial Generation seems to have good reason to be 

infuriated. Yet current youth-centric music trends belie 

that any such discontent lurks beneath the surface. 

M U S I C
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W                      ith rock in the midst of a synth-obsessed, digitally   
                     enhanced period, Atlanta’s Coathangers are simplifying.  
                     On album number four, the quartet has become a trio.  
                    Gone, for those paying attention to the evolution of this  
                    indie punk group, is the keyboard. In its place is more  
                   guitar snarl. Suck My Shirt is a loving ode to mouth-off-  
                  and-worry-about-it-never rock n’ roll. 

“Follow me!,” the band hollers, until everyone’s voices are hoarse 
in the album’s opening song, but maybe don’t get in line. Seconds 
later, the mantra changes to “Shut Up.” The guitars are a little leaner—
shaved-metal sharp rather than the swampier feel favored by the 
introductory tune—but the venom on par. Yet the Coathangers aren’t 
about hate. After all, the title of the album comes not from a kiss-
off, but how the band responded to spilt tequila during a recording 
session. 

The Coathangers 
Suck My Shirt 
Suicide Squeeze, LP or CD

By now, you likely 
know whether you’re in 
or out on the Coathang-
ers without hearing about 
the police-sirening panic 
of “Springfield Cannon-
ball” or call-and-response 
stomp and dead-eyed 
backing vocals of “Adder-
all.” On a whole, Suck My 
Shirt lacks some of the 
wackiness of the band’s 
early work, but those 
diversions were often 
keyboard-driven. Here, 
the Coathangers take a 
more revered approach to 

the coarse, beer-soaked 
minimalism defined by 
likes of the Stooges and 
Minutemen. 

This is not, for in-
stance, just an excuse 
to get tough and dirty 
with the guitar (although 
“Love Em and Leave 
Em,” for the record, 
does that rather well). 
“Merry Go Round” uses 
all sorts of vocal bird 
calls to enhance the 
melody, “Zombie” locks 
into a Sleater-Kinney-
like groove between the 

bass and drums, and 
“Derek’s Song” shows 
there’s some beauty in 
the Coathangers’ back-
ing harmonies should the 
group ever want to ex-
plore them. 

In fact, the threesome 
shows off its lighter side 
on “Drive,” a chirpy pop 
ditty punctuated by cym-
bal snaps and glistening 
guitars. Parting evidence, 
lest anyone need it, that 
the Coathangers take  
this stuff seriously.  
—Todd Martens

M U S I C
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Digital eXtreme Definition

888.842.5988  |  www.lightharmonic.com  |  3050 Fite Circle, Suite 112, Sacramento, CA 95628

Da Vinci Dual DAC

We’ve taken the state of the art performance of Da Vinci DAC’s 384K/32 bit PCM 
resistor ladder DAC and added a completely separate DSD delta-sigma decoding 
engine, power supply, analog stage and signal-path circuit— providing two 
complete  DACs in one chassis.

Nothing looks like it.  Nothing sounds like it.

Drive-By Truckers
English Oceans
ATO, 2LP or CD

n his excellent new book I’ll Take 

You There: Mavis Staples, the 

Staple Singers, and the March Up 

Freedom’s Highway, veteran critic 

Greg Kot discusses the harmonic 

blend of styles that distinguished the 

late 1960s/early 1970s era Muscle 

Shoals sound from every other 

locale in America. (Full disclosure: 

Kot is a colleague of mine.) While 

multiple musicians gained notoriety 

for playing on records for the likes of 

Stax and Atlantic, few enjoyed more 

acclaim than the Muscle Shoals 

Rhythm Section (also known as the 

Swampers), which performed on 

sides from artists ranging from Etta 

James to Aretha Franklin.  

While journalists occasionally 

note the connection, Drive-By 

Truckers frontman Patterson Hood 

seldom publicizes the fact his father, 

David, was an esteemed member  

of the celebrated session band. 
 
(continued)
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first time, sings a Hood tune. The duo’s 
lyrics remain grounded in unvarnished 
truths and everyday realities: situations 
and insecurities of working-class stiffs, 
personalities behind deceivingly simple 
circumstances, pointed reactions to 
modern political episodes, loving trib-
utes to deceased friends, painful dis-
cords and bittersweet compromises of 
relationships. Cooley slings wise-ass 
humor, local accents, and clever one-
liner wisdoms as if they’re breakfast 
eggs; Hood serves tough-minded op-
timism alongside relatable tragedies. 
Few songwriters capture the kernel of 
mid-America with sharper detail, deep-
seated sympathy, rugged dedication, 
and non-judgmental understanding. 

Equally punctuated by greasy 
rhythms and treble-ringing clarity, 
English Oceans swings with R&B- and 
jazz-like purpose. The cozy, relaxed 
sway of the warm, piano-driven “Natu-
ral Light” and punchy, talk-out-the-
side-of-the-mouth pulse on the gritty 
rave-up “Shit Shots Count” qualify as 
two of the best Cooley songs in the 
Truckers’ canon—as well as two of 
his finest vocal performances. Hood’s 
half-stepping, in-the-sticks country-
soul “The Part of Him” and buzzing, 
free-flowing “Pauline Hawkins” straddle 
a tenuous equilibrium constantly un-
der threat of tension that, on the latter 
track, finally bursts in the form of a 
rambunctious outro. From the yapping 
honky-tonk licks sparking “Hearing 
Jimmy Loud” to the delicate acous-
tics of the whistling “Hanging On” and 
rolling-hills contours of the momentous 
farewell “Grand Canyon,” the Truckers 
haven’t sounded so unforced, effort-
less, and fluent in years. Papa Hood 
should be proud. —Bob Gendron

Such heritage and modesty come 
full circle on the Georgia collective’s 
twelfth studio album. Soulful under-
currents inform a majority of Drive-By 
Truckers’ works over the past decade, 
yet the group’s link to the region’s clas-
sic past has never been more obvi-
ous. A stripped-down intersection of 
gospel, rock, and country—and corre-
sponding raw, loose, on-the-floor ana-
log sonic character—bolster thirteen 
narrative-based songs rippling with 
dynamics, moxie, and fluid grooves. 

In several ways, English Oceans 
finds the quintet returning to its roots 
by abandoning grander arrangements 
and honing more compact, primal 
structures. Given the members’ ages, 
the effort unsurprisingly forgoes the 
reckless, punk-fueled mayhem of the 
group’s youthful early albums and 
largely avoids the harder-rocking ter-
rain pursued during Jason Isbell’s ten-
ure in the band. But the concentration 
of songwriting and vocal duties solely 
among co-founding mates Hood and 
Mike Cooley results in a laser-sharp 
focus and colloquial unity that have 
been somewhat wanting since Isbell 
departed in 2007. Just as important, 
there’s considerably less sprawl and 
hopscotching between personalities. 
A retooled, scaled-down lineup trans-
lates into superior balance and reju-
venated chemistry. Departed bassist 
Shonna Tucker, whose contributions 
didn’t always jive with the band’s over-
all studio temperament, isn’t missed. 

As always, the Truckers’ funda-
mental strength relates to the quality 
of their character-driven songs and 
barroom-born edginess. Longtime fans 
will note Cooley penned six tracks—
double his normal output—and, for the 

©
P

ho
to

 b
y 

D
av

id
 M

cC
lis

te
r



M a r c h  2 0 1 4  4746 TONEA U D I O  NO.62

M U S I C

Olsen’s sound is intimate—often just 
guitar and voice—and recorded in such 
an un-fussed manner that every crack, 
mumble or hollered scratch of either her 
guitar or voice is theoretically captured 
in the raw. Over the course, for instance, 
of the two minutes of “Unfucktheworld,” 
the pace gradually quickens, and the 
feel is more of an emotional reaction 
than a careful arrangement. By the final 
act, hopeless romanticism is revealed 
to be a delusion and Olsen is left alone, 
repeating, “I am the only one now.” The 
last syllable comes with an ever-so-
slight quiver, and is less a statement of 
fact than a realization of disillusionment.

So, exactly who is the Olsen left 
standing? Already embraced by the 
Pitchfork set, the Midwestern-raised 
singer/songwriter doesn’t take too big a 
step out of the kitchen-recorded music 
of her past. There’s a small band, but 
the standard-issue rock combo really 
only lets it rip on “Forgiven/Forgot-
ten,” on which optimism is hinted at but 
ultimately denied amid a whole lot of 
violent guitar buzzing and Olsen’s up-
per-register prowess. Having gone solo 
with an EP and an album after working 
with ambitious folk troubadour Bonnie 
“Prince” Billy, Burn Your Fire for No Wit-
ness ups the overall energy, although, 
arguably not enough. 

Yet Olsen’s voice remains the unpre-
dictable secret ingredient. She flirts with 
operatics on the poppy “Stars,” tackles 
the sparse “White Fire” like an Appala-
chian ballad, opens up her falsetto on 
“Windows,” and sings “Dance Slow De-
cades” like Patsy Cline narrating an epi-
sode of “Girls,” complete with dramatic 
pauses and spine-tingling sharp guitars. 
There’s lots of heartache here, but  
it’s hard to call Burn Your Fire for No  

Witness a breakup record as 
Olsen seems to sing of wanting 
and not wanting intimacy with 
equal reverence. 

“If you don’t believe me, you 
can go ahead and laugh,” she 
sings conversationally on “Lights 
Out,” only to follow the senti-
ment up with the line “If you’ve 
got a sense of humor, you’re not 
so bad.” Olsen doesn’t seem 
burned, but there are songs, 
such as “Iota,” where her voice 
appears in danger of fading into 
a mumble. And she doesn’t 
seem angry, even if there are 
songs, such as “Hi-Five,” that 
boast a saloon-ready piano and 
feel like a dirtied-up riff on the 

Angel Olsen 
Burn Your Fire for No Witness  
Jagjaguwar, LP or CD

                         ngel Olsen doesn’t make it easy 

on potential suitors. Right from the start of Burn 

Your Fire for No Witness, her second proper album, 

she turns up the pressure. “I quit my dreaming the 

moment that I found you,” she sings on the opening 

song. With one sentence, Olsen turns a love song 

into an eulogy, pinning the death of her fantasies on 

another human being. And the insular drama is just 

beginning.

Everly Brothers.

On the first few listens, a 
scene from “High Fidelity” sprung 
to my mind—specifically, the 
moment where John Cusack’s 
romance-obsessed Rob mus-
es that “only people of a certain 
disposition are frightened of 
being alone for the rest of their 
lives at the age of 26.” But that 
doesn’t seem fair to slap on Ol-
sen compositions. For one, the 
artist is older by a year or two, 
and secondly, Burn Your Fire for 
No Witness places a much great-
er importance on figuring out 
why we let ourselves be defined 
by others, and even embraces 
the idea that it’s OK to be selfish. 

M U S I C

“I heard my mother thinking 
me right back into my birth,” she 
sings on “White Fire,” one of the 
most eloquent vocal moments 
on the album. However, listen (or 
read it) carefully, and the tune is 
ultimately about living inside our 
heads. It’s a place where Olsen 
still seems most comfortable, as 
one too many songs play out like 
a diary entry. Yes, there’s a sense 
Olsen is just getting started, 
and as she wishes for a voice to 
“scream the stars out of our uni-
verse,” we’re left wanting for her 
to scream. —Todd Martens

A ©Photo by Zia Anger
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PMC fact®

 loudspeakers
Look at what the pros
bring home.

After twenty plus years of designing monitor 
speakers for the world’s finest recording 
studios, the new fact® range features studio 
monitor accuracy and a compact enclosure. 
The result is a perfect balance of sound and 
style that works as well in your living room  
as it does in the mastering room.
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Nick Waterhouse
Holly
Innovative Leisure, LP or CD

ick Waterhouse emerged in 2012 sounding as though he’d time-

traveled here direct from the 1950s. In an interview shortly after 

his debut’s release, the Los Angeles retro-soul man defended 

his throwback tastes, saying, “Tons of people think I’m some 

weird, role-playing Luddite, but my music isn’t role playing. This 

is actually how I sound.”

Rather than retreating or retooling on his sophomore LP 

Holly, Waterhouse digs in further, crooning through 10 songs 

that come on as if they could have been laid to tape decades 

ago. The musician laces his vocals with reverb throughout, 

as though he and his backing singers were forced to huddle 

around a single vintage microphone. Similarly, the tracks are 

spiked with horn arrangements that could have been culled 

from classics by the likes of Solomon Burke and Sam and Dave. 

(continued)N

http://www.soundorg.com
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Even the singer’s lyrics sound 
like the product of another time. 
When gunshots ring out on the 
title track, for example, they do 
so “two or three at a time,” rather 
than in the rapid-fire bursts ex-
pected from modern weaponry.

But while instability reigned 
on 2012’s Time’s All Gone —the 
soul man sounded on the verge 
of coming unglued on rumbling 
cuts like “(If) You Want Trouble”—
there’s a creeping coolness on 
much of Holly. A handful of tunes 
reference some vague dark-
ness lurking within, Waterhouse 
singing: “Come close and see/
Something’s moving in me”; “It 
comes from way inside/Where the 
people’s little demons go to run 
and hide.” 

Songs such as “Hands on the 
Clock” and the eerie “High Tid-
ing” take musical cues from these 
words, building around simmering 

backdrops that suggest some-
thing more ominous buried just 
beneath the surface. Occasionally, 
if rarely, this inner-beast breaks 
free. On “This Is a Game,” for one, 
Waterhouse sings of impending 
violence (“Ain’t saying it’s do or 
die, but either way you’re gonna 
get killed”) atop a swinging back-
drop of soul organ, syncopated 
stabs of grungy saxophone, and 
loose-limbed guitar riffs that fall 
somewhere between surf-rock 
and hard-edged blues.

Elsewhere, Waterhouse 
sounds content to lay back. On 
the swooning “Let It Come Down,” 
the musician sings about being 
overcome by grief while show-
ered by the gentle downpour of 
tremolo-laden guitar, somber 
piano, and female backing vocals 
that attempt to cushion his fall. 
The cryptic “Dead Room,” in turn, 
builds on percolating organ, slap-

dash drums, and an urgent sax 
line that sharply elbows its way 
to the front before again retreat-
ing. Even the title track sounds 
somehow restrained; the mariachi 
horns that rise up two-thirds into 
the arrangement only briefly man-
age to disrupt the somber atmo-
sphere. 

“I had an idea, a grand de-
sign,” Waterhouse sings on 
lounge-y album closer “Hands 
on the Clock.” Time and again on 
Holly, however, these plans ap-
pear to fall to pieces. Even the 
optimistically titled “Well It’s Fine” 
sounds more like the musician’s 
attempts to convince himself of 
this truth. That he can’t quite do 
so is of little consequence. In try-
ing to lift his own damaged spirits, 
Waterhouse has crafted a bruising 
album destined to buoy the mood 
of those that come into contact 
with it. —Andy Downing

©Photo by Naj Jamai

http://www.soulcustom.com


M a r c h  2 0 1 4  5352 TONEA U D I O  NO.62

One example: About seven years 
ago—on State Of Grace (Alligator)—
Wendell and Sherman Holmes, 
along with honorary sibling Poppy 
Dixon, recast Cheap Trick’s power 
pop hit “I Want You To Want Me” 
into a slow romantic hymn. But on 
Brotherhood, the group focuses on 
a few core elements: mostly blues 
and gospel with a few hints of R&B. 
Still, this group never had to rely 
on a diverse repertoire to sound 
inspiring. Although three different 
veteran producers (Glenn Patscha, 
Chris Bruce, and Hector Castillo) are 
at the helm, all have the aesthetic 
sensibility to stay with stripped-
down arrangements that keep the 
emphasis where it belongs.

With the Holmes Brothers are 
sticking to their roots, Brotherhood 
also emphasizes Wendell and 
Sherman Holmes’ own songwriting. 

Eight of the 14 tracks are 
by one of the brothers; their 
compositional skills are another 
source of the trio’s strength. 
Wendell Holmes’ “Stayed At 
The Party” is built around rapid 
gospel-fueled drumming and 
organ lines, even if the lyrics 
celebrate debauchery. Another 
original, the country-inspired 
ballad “Loving You From Afar,” 
is a lovely showcase for a duet 
with his daughter Felicia (rising 
jazz star Catherine Russell sings 
background here and on several 
other tracks). Sherman Holmes, 

The Holmes Brothers
Brotherhood
Alligator Records, CD

M U S I C

meanwhile, continues his 
ascendancy as a modern blues 
composer on “Passing Through” 
and “Last Man Standing.” 

Among the six covers, all 
but one are a mixed group of 
lesser-known blues and R&B 
gems. Bruce’s acoustic guitar 
lines and Patscha’s subtle piano/
organ ideally frame the Brothers’ 
contrasting ranges on Ted 
Hawkins’ “I Gave Up All I Had.” 
And while Dixon’s voice is the 
center on the group’s version of 
William Bell’s Stax-era tune “My 
Kind Of Girl,” the song becomes 

an upbeat celebration of doo-
wop era dynamics.

Brotherhood ends with 
the Holmes Brothers’ version 
of “Amazing Grace,” and the 
group puts its own stamp on the 
centuries-old church favorite. 
Sounding subdued on top of 
Bruce’s sparse electric guitar, 
Dixon’s sudden falsetto leaps hit 
in all the right places. That this 
ensemble’s clear joy and energy 
remains this strong after three 
decades is enough to affirm a 
higher power lending a hand.  
—Aaron Cohen

or more than 30 years, the 

Holmes Brothers’ glowing three-

part harmonies have transformed 

songs from any part of the musical 

spectrum into their own kind of 

homespun spiritual odes. The results 

can be as transcendent as they are 

surprising. 

F
©Photo by Stefan Falke
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Dum Dum Girls 
Too True 
Sub Pop, LP or CD

um Dum Girls albums are generally svelte affairs: 10 or 11 

songs, guitar riffs front and center, and the rebel-without-a-

cause vocals of Dee Dee Penny. But tragedy resides behind 

the brevity. The band’s last full-length effort, 2011’s superb 

Only in Dreams, is shrouded in an even a hazier pall than the 

group’s all-black-all-the-time concept would suggest. Recorded 

after the loss of Penny’s mother, its tone is emotionally woozy, 

its ballads heart-achingly striking, and its uptempo songs all 

leather-jacket escapism.

The blood sweat for Too True is more professional, as 

Penny has spoken of two years of on-and-off writer’s block and 

her vocals having being “destroyed.” Things got so low, Penny 

writes in promotional materials, that she endured multiple nights 

of “drunken loneliness” at West Hollywood’s Chateau Marmont. 

(continued)D

http://www.primaluna-usa.com
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“Lost Boys and Girls Club” is a near-mission 
statement, with Penny’s vocals echoing and 
every slow-motion quiver of the guitar string 
conjuring mountains of static. “Evil Blooms” gets 
more direct. “Why be good?,” Penny asks, when 
you can be “beautiful and sad,” her voice rich 
in class as he shifts among lower-register tones 
for a stylishly fuzzy two-and-a-half minutes. 
“Rimbaud Eyes” touts a more celebratory, night-
at-the-Goth ball tone, while “Are You Okay?” 
and “Too True to Be Too Good”  find the band’s 
gloom-pop sweet spot. Details abound, be it 
the round-and-round carousel twinkle of former 
tune, guitars that feel as if they’re being slowly 
shaved by razor blades on “Trouble is My 
Name,” or the left-right rhythmic swings of the 
explosive final moments of “Little Minx.” Just 
as the song is coming down, Penny lets the 
listeners know what hit ‘em. 

“What a vivid sound,” she whispers. Then it 
all fades to black. —Todd Martens

Fine, so maybe nights spent alone in an 
$800-per-night hotel aren’t exactly tragic, but 
Dum Dum Girls don’t lack for drama. Perhaps 
it’s why the band’s sound—subtle updates and 
variations on time-honored traditions set forth 
by the Velvet Underground and Siouxsie and the 
Banshees—still sounds fresh.

More or less a Penny solo project, Dum 
Dum Girls records are recorded not with the live 
band but studio technicians such as Sune Rose 
Wagner of the like-minded Raveonettes and 
Richard Gottehrer, a Dum Dum Girls spiritual 
guide whose resume includes songwriting/
production work with 60s girl groups and 
Blondie. Here, songs are fleshed-out with 
more mechanical rhythms, as almost synth-like 
heartbeats constantly push songs forward. The 
obsessions remain the same—lust and solitude, 
draped in a vampire-like romanticism—but the 
tone is more cult-like, an almost fetishism of 
living in the shadows. 

Pass Laboratories          •         (530) 878-5350         •         passlabs.com

pass Introducing the new Point 8 series: 

Where the Point 5 series meets the Xs series.
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Much of country music is built 
on the tension between Saturday 
night sinning and Sunday morning 
salvation. Raised in the Pentecostal 
church, Millsap has lived that clash 
firsthand. Whatever his own per-
sonal feelings are about a childhood 
steeped in evangelical rhetoric, it 
certainly pays off in terms of grist 
for his artistic mill. 

The specter of religion drenches 
many of his songs while conflicted, 
twisted characters stomp through 
the narratives. Delivering a bracing 
stream of words that tumble out 
at auctioneer speed, he brings to 
life the Bible-thumping evangelist 
of “Truck Stop Gospel” by singing: 
“Just want you to love my Jesus/
Gonna make you a true believer/

Just wanna modify your behavior/
Just want you to love my savior.” 
The lyrics arrive at pitch before Mill-
sap erupts into a rockabilly scream. 

In “Forgive Me,” a sinner on his 
knees grapples with his dark side. 
Millsap presents straight, no smirk-
ing allowed. With shivering strings 
and moody horns, it’s the kind of 
epic countrypolitan self-flagellation 
that George Jones would have 
taken to the top of the charts. Re-
lationships get the same unflinch-
ing treatment. “I don’t want to be 
the man that lifts you up and helps 
you stand/Then holds you high and 
drops you to the floor,” he sings in 
“The Villain,” a mournful dissection 
of dysfunction, failure, love, and self-
loathing.

A strong guitarist, Millsap is ac-
companied throughout by bassist 
Michael Rose and fiddler Daniel 
Foulks. They move easily between 
spare country, folk, rockabilly, and 
blues. “Quite Contrary” pulses along 
like a stripped-down Doors outtake; 
the Tex-Mex swing of “Disappear” 
conjures a border-town escape. On 
the opposite spectrum, “At the Bar 
(Emerald City Blues)” comes on as 
an ethereal number that imagines 
“The Wizard of Oz” characters as 
broken dreamers in a dive bar. 

“I’m as happy as the daytime is 
long,” Millsap sings. “But in a mel-
ancholy melody/That’s the place 
I belong.” That sentiment, like this 
outstanding debut, deserves a 
hearty amen. —Chrissie Dickinson

Parker Millsap
Parker Millsap
Okrahoma Records/Thirty Tigers, LP or CD

everal remarkable up-and-coming songwriters—including Lindi 

Ortega, Anais Mitchell, and Lydia Loveless—are helping swell 

the Americana ranks. Make room on that list for Parker Millsap, 

a young roots musician with a genuinely dazzling debut. The 

20-year-old Oklahoma native writes with such maturity and depth, 

it’s a little difficult to believe he’s not yet of legal drinking age. 

A keen wordsmith skilled with the unexpected turn of phrase, 

Millsap writes with the power and sensitivity of an old soul.  
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While Atkins has spoken of Slow Phaser 
as a light concept album about losing and 
finding yourself, it’s appeal resides in the 
way songs effervescently dabble in disco, 
touch on propulsive albeit subdued synth-
driven grooves, and detour into frisky and 
fleetingly amorous rock n’ roll—all without 
losing Atkins’ underlying sense of pop 
classicism. As she’s regularly compared to 
everyone from Roy Orbison to Janis Joplin, 
Slow Phaser captures in full explorer mode 
a singer/songwriter with a deep love of 
tradition. 

Hence, the false promises of “Who 
Killed the Moonlight?” have a step-ladder-
like build, as guitars and effects capture a 
femme fatale as filtered via Stevie Nicks. 
“Girl You Look Amazing” could easily be 
a dance pop hit in the hands of Pharrell 

M U S I C

Williams even if not everyone in the Top 40 
world would get the joke of the ridiculous 
come-ons. “Gasoline Bride” is three mini-
songs in one, capturing Atkins’ penchant for 
big-vocal 70s rock, a slinky, danceable beat, 
and colorfully psychedelic guitars. 

Atkins can work in lyrical extremes, 
which is not always an advantage. Her 
takedown on religion, “Sin Song,” is Western 
church silliness; the wispy “Cool People” 
ultimately feels petty; and “Above as Below” 
ends the album on a downer of lost-at-sea 
poetry. But when she splits the difference—
such as on the beguiling, slithering “Red 
Ropes” and the weeping “The Worst 
Hangover,” a poignant take on a trashed, 
post-hurricane Jersey shoreline—Atkins 
proves she’s managing just fine without 
Proust. —Todd Martens

Conventional subwoofer enclosures vibrate in reaction to driver activity, contributing considerable 
distortion to bass. Not the BalancedForce 212! Its 12-inch drivers and dual 1700-watt (peak) 
amps flex extraordinary muscle yet operate in exact opposition, eliminating cabinet vibrations. 
Atop the cabinet, a nickel balanced on end will remain perched on edge during even the most 
forceful bass passages. A fine balance to be sure. Not surprising as MartinLogan has never taken 
a conventional approach to pursuing perfectly musical bass.

m a r t i n l o g a n . c o m

Specs provided are for the BalancedForce 212.
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Akin to 2009’s Grammy-
nominated The List, Cash’s 
first album in more than four 
years is steeped in memory. 
Cash says the album was 
inspired by a personal 
journey through the south. 
Along with her husband, 
collaborator and producer 
John Leventhal, she revisited 
many of the landmarks and 
cities that figured into the 
lives of her father and family. 
She also traveled to Dyess, 
Arkansas, to assist with the 
restoration of her father’s 
childhood home.

Although those were 
meaningful journeys to Cash, 
it’s highly unlikely a listener 
unaware of the backstory 
would glean it from the songs 
themselves. Her lyrics are 
filled with poetic couplets 
and arresting images. Yet, 
taken as a whole, they are 
often abstract rather than 
a concrete narrative. The 
River & the Thread contains 
an impressionistic group 
of songs, some of which 
obviously reference signifiers 
of the south. Others, not so 
much. The overarching sense 
of a journey through time, 
and with many arrivals and 
departures, remains loose. 

That’s not to say what’s 
here isn’t lovely. The funky, 
steamy “A Feather’s Not a 
Bird” is filled with soulful 
organ and chorally dynamic 
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rosanne Cash
The River & the Thread
Blue Note, 180g LP or CD

backing singers. “A river runs 
through me,” Cash sings 
as she references a trip 
that weaves from Florence 
to Memphis to Arkansas. 
She then touches on the 
impact of returning to one’s 
physical roots. “There’s never 
any highway when you’re 
looking for the past/The land 
becomes a memory and it 
happens way too fast.”

Indeed, memory often 
makes for a foggy roadmap, 
which is exactly how the al-
bum unfolds. The songs sug-
gest the ways in which geo-
graphical locations can touch 
us emotionally, and how the 
mere sight of a place can 
open the psychic floodgates 
to the past. You can almost 
hear the wind whistling down 
the empty corridor in “Night 
School,” where an old house 
conjures memories of a 
young couple and is now an 
abode where “hungry ghosts 
still tap the walls.” 

Mood and memory domi-
nate the themes. The Civil 
War story song “When the 
Master Calls the Roll,” one 
of the few straightforward 
tunes, recounts the death 
of a young soldier and the 
bride he leaves behind. The 
achingly pretty and gen-
tly arranged “Etta’s Tune” 
concerns a relationship, but 
details regarding the identity 
of the lovers or Etta remain 
unclear.

osanne Cash’s last name has likely been as much of 

a burden as a benefit. But the eldest daughter of the 

titanic Johnny long ago forged a path as a critically 

respected artist in her own right. 

Born in Memphis, raised in California, and now 

a longtime resident of Manhattan, Cash, 58, has 

created an enviable body of work since her early 

years as a progressive country-pop hitmaker in 

the 1980s. Over the years, she has released a 

series of sophisticated and introspective albums. 

She also survived vocal polyps and brain surgery, 

and continues to flourish as a recording artist and 

author—vide, The River & the Thread.

However, Cash has said 
the song is about Marshall 
Grant—the bassist in her 
father’s original backing 
band— and his wife, Etta. 
Cash paints a twilight portrait 
of the aging couple sitting in 
their old home in Memphis 
surrounded by the artifacts 
of their youth: “We kept the 
house on old Nokomis/We 
kept the polished bass guitar/
We kept the tickets and reels 
of tape/To remember who we 
are.” 

Like many songs on the 
album, it’s evocative of love 
and loss but too lyrically ob-
scure to advance a bigger 
story. But that’s not what the 
artist is after. The River & the 
Thread presents an artful set 
of songs that inspire largely 
through free association—
just like our most cherished 
memories often do.  
—Chrissie Dickinson
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ime to celebrate the Bard. 
For no other reason than 
coincidence, a trio of Bob 
Dylan tribute records—two 
reissues, one an all-new 
original collection—pay 
homage to the icon via 
three different approaches 
that highlight the variety, 
reach, and multifaceted 
depth of his music. 

As concepts go, Bob 
Dylan in the 80s: Volume 
One wins points for initiative 
and boldness. Few, if any, 
critics or fans will defend 
Dylan during the Reagan 
era, when he lost nearly all 
relevance. Interrupted only 
by 1983’s Infidels, the pe-
riod between 1980’s Saved 
and 1989’s Daniel Lanois-
produced comeback Oh 
Mercy ranks as the weakest 
stretch of the singer’s five-
decade career. Alas, the 
observation plays out on 
a compilation that, despite 
valiant efforts, finds indie-
leaning artists such as Elvis 
Perkins, Blitzen Trapper, 
and Hold Steady frontman 
Craig Finn contending with 
mediocre fare. 

M U S I C

In the liner notes, author 
Jonathan Lethem states the 
project’s goal is to “showcase 
one of the greatest artists of 
our time during an off-rhythm 
period” and claims “Dylan was 
a lot better than anyone knew” 
during the era. Wishful think-
ing, mostly. Aside from Built to 
Spill’s cover of “Jokerman” and 
Deer Tick’s “Night After Night,” 
little here supports his argu-
ment. While enthusiasts might 
get a grin out of spinning Bob 
Dylan in the 80s: Volume One 
for curiosity’s sake, it remains 
more intriguing in theory than 
execution. 

Originally recorded in 1969 
for the long-defunct Ode Re-
cords and produced by Lou 
Adler just months before he 
spearheaded Carole King’s Tap-
estry, Dylan’s Gospel exudes 
character, consistency, and fo-
cus. Credited to a 27-member 
choir anchored by soul great 
Merry Clayton—the command-
ing female voice heard on the 
Rolling Stones’ eternal “Gimme 
Shelter” and a star of the recent 
Oscar-winning documentary 
20 Feet From Stardom—and 
dubbed the Brothers and 
Sisters, the album turns ten 
of Dylan’s most-beloved 60s 
songs into churchy anthems. 

Several tunes (“The Mighty 
Quinn,” “I Shall Be Released”) 
benefit more from the big, 
group-centric gospel treatment 

than others (“Lay Lady Lay,” 
“My Back Pages”). A cadre of 
top session singers (Ruby John-
son, Patrice Holloway, Shirley 
Matthews) surrounds Clayton, 
but the latter deserves headlin-
ing status courtesy of a perfor-
mance that almost pulls off the 
audacious attempt of transform-
ing “Just Like a Woman” into 
what passes as a send-up to a 
higher power. Light in the Attic’s 
reissue is remastered from the 
original ¼-inch stereo tapes, 
and sounds it. 

Out of print for more than a 
decade, the superb Bob Dylan: 
The 30th Anniversary Concert 
Celebration (Deluxe Edition) 
documents what went down 
at the all-star fete held in Madi-
son Square Garden in October 
1992. Amidst a plethora of 
tributes, the double-disc affair 
ranks among the most emotion-
ally invigorating and creatively 
inspired commemorations ever 
released. A host of big-name 
artists directly and indirectly 
connected to Dylan—Willie 
Nelson, Johnny Cash, Tom 
Petty, Roger McGuinn, George 
Harrison, Stevie Wonder, and 
Lou Reed among them—offer 
interpretations of Dylan gems 
invested with sincerity, passion, 
and purpose. The legendary 
Booker T and the MGs serve as 
a supremely soulful and versa-
tile house band. (continued)

Bob Dylan in the 80s: Volume One
ATO, LP or CD

The Brothers and Sisters
Dylan’s Gospel
Light in the Attic, LP or CD
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Mobile Fidelity
The Original Audiophile Record Label.  

Still Producing the World’s Finest  
LPs, SACDs and 24K Gold CDs.

www.mofi.com 

ToneAudio_12_MD.indd   2 4/5/13   4:51 PM

Bob Dylan: The 30th Anniversary 
Concert Celebration (Deluxe Edition)
Sony Legacy, 2CD or 2DVD or 2 Blu-ray

Memorable for the hypocritical manner in which the 
crowd booed then-controversial Sinead O’Connor offstage 
as retribution for her ripping up a picture of the pope on 
“Saturday Night Live” weeks earlier, “Bobfest” features Neil 
Young coming to the rescue and following the O’Connor 
debacle with a show-stealing, bloodletting rendition of “All 
Along the Watchtower.” It’s nearly equaled by a mercilessly 
electrifying take on “Don’t Think Twice, It’s All Right,” a 
kiss-off that stands as Eric Clapton’s most galvanizing com-
mercially recorded performance of the past 25 years. Lou 
Reed’s bruising “Foot of Pride,” Petty and the Heartbreak-
ers’ incisive “License to Kill,” and a Hall of Fame-worthy 
duet edition of “My Back Pages” by Dylan, McGuinn, Petty, 
Young, Clapton, and Harrison are just a few other reasons 
Bob Dylan: The 30th Anniversary Concert Celebration  
(Deluxe Edition) is mandatory listening—and viewing.

Sony Legacy’s CD reissue touts new mastering, yet the 
real incentive lies in the two bonus tracks—rehearsals of 
Clapton’s scorching “Don’t Think Twice, It’s All Right” and 
O’Connor singing a touching “I Believe In You,” the song 
she was scheduled to perform. The DVD and Blu-ray sets 
are drawn from a new high-resolution video master and in-
clude the entire O’Connor episode, as well as the Irish lass’ 
spontaneous a capella rendition of Bob Marley’s “War” and 
angry, arms-folded backup-vocal performance on the cast-
sung “Knockin’ on Heaven’s Door”—a subtle treat no audio 
format can bring to life. —Bob Gendron
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As musical adornments are carefully 
added throughout—be it relaxed 
handclapping, Western-styled guitar 
soloing, or neighborly harmonizers—
Cantrell keeps a bemused distance and 
hums off into the sunset. 

Not all of No Way There from Here 
is as lightheartedly upbeat. But it eases 
you into Cantrell’s calm, knowing, and 
observational tone: a point-of-view from 
someone who has lived and learned, and 
isn’t going to be torn up again. The dozen 
songs here never make a mess of things. 
Blink, for instance, and you’ll miss the 
warming strings on “Starry Skies” or can-
do banjo of “Driving Down Your Street.” 
Understatement rules, and the New 
York-via-Nashville songwriter touches 
on country standbys (some trains are 
a-comin’ and there’s an insurmountable 
mountain or two) with such ease that 
casual listeners may miss the way Cantrell 
illuminates the quiet moments among 
grown-up struggles and dreams. 

It’s not the romance highlighted in 
“Washday Blues” but the way it’s interfer-
ing in one’s nightly errands. Slide-guitar 
atmospheres get broken up with a rhythm 
that sounds like elbows dejectedly being 
placed on a dryer. Harmonies glimmer 
and light piano touches score the ev-
eryday tragedy of “Barely Said a Thing,” 
where a failure to communicate brings an 
awkward, unwanted end to an evening. 
Wind instruments add a sense of opti-
mism to the finally-going-to-get-right hon-
ky-tonk of “Beg or Borrow Days,” while 
empty wallets and unanswered dreams 
dot the slow-dance heartache of “Letter 
She Sent.” 

On the latter tune, heaven is little 
more than an easy chair at the end of a 
day. The sound is spacious and one of 
solace, and Cantrell says just enough to 
let our minds wander. —Todd Martens

M U S I C

laura Cantrell 
No Way There From Here 
Thrift Shop Recordings, CD

A nxiety rarely sounds as lovely as it does 

on Laura Cantrell’s “All the Girls Are 

Complicated,” the opening number on the 

country-minded singer/songwriter’s first 

proper solo work in about nine years. Cantrell 

sings as if she’s downright charmed by her 

“raving mad” friends, ticking off character 

traits—there are the ones who “tend their 

looks” and the ones who “mind their books”—

as if she’s listing casual descriptors of a 

Disney princess.
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he Notwist, like a glacier or 
filmmaker Terrence Malick, doesn’t 
like to rush things. One imagines 
the musicians would make horrible 
daily reporters, content to let 
countless deadlines slide as they 
crossed out words and rewrote 
sentence until everything...was... 
just...so. As a result, the German 
crew has a tendency to release 
projects whenever it sees fit rather 
than holding to a more predictable 
schedule.

Due to this slow-and-steady 
approach, the band’s latest album 
arrives six years after the release 
of its predecessor, The Devil, You 
+ Me, and a dozen years after 
its Stateside breakthrough Neon 
Golden introduced its particular 
brand of downtempo electro-pop 
to the masses. While the latter 
doubled as a drastic maturation—
the sound of a once-petulant 
crew finding an artful way to 
combine diverse influences (jazz, 
electro, pop, etc.) into something 
at once seamless, chilling, and 
beautiful—everything the band 
has released since has felt like a 
continuation of a theme. It’s a trend 
that carries over into the pretty if 
inconsequential Close to the Glass.
(continued)

M U S I C

The Notwist
Close to the Glass
Sub Pop, LP or CD
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The set opens in promising 
fashion with “Signals,” a glitchy 
cut that finds singer Markus 
Acher dropping cryptic lines 
(“We want to be you”) atop 
an electronic backdrop that 
sounds something like an out-
dated desktop computer trying 
to log onto the Internet via a 
dial-up connection. Even better 
is the sleek, propulsive “Kong,” 
which effortlessly glides along 
on a shimmering synth line and 
Acher’s sighing vocals. It would 
have sounded most excellent 
playing over the credits of the 
equally seductive Ryan Gosling 
film Drive.

Unfortunately, the band’s 
imagination begins to fail with 

the deconstructed symphony 
of “Into Another Tune,” an 
overwrought number nearly as 
vapid and forgettable as its on-
to-the-next-one title suggests. 
Over the course of the album’s 
bloodless second half, an un-
relenting lethargy seeps in. The 
acoustic “Casino” arrives com-
pletely absent of glitz, painted 
as a characterless office space 
rather than a lively neon-lit 
room. The instrumental “Lineri,” 
in turn, meanders for more than 
eight minutes, refusing to co-
alesce into anything more than 
vaguely pleasant background 
music. Indeed, even when 
the Notwist finally cuts loose 
and cranks the volume on the 

dense, fuzzy “7 Hour Drive,” it’s 
in service to a tune about the 
soul-sucking monotony of long 
car treks. 

Occasionally, the musi-
cians strike upon a snippet of 
a melody or an interesting tex-
ture (the percussive electronics 
ushering in “Run Run Run,” 
the steam-engine drums driv-
ing “From One Wrong Place to 
Another”). But too often, they 
sound unsteady, or worse, dis-
engaged. How odd, then, that 
the album closes with “They 
Follow Me” as this band ap-
pears to have little interest in 
leading. —Andy Downing

M U S I C
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                     pinning Anya Garbarek’s  

                      Smiling and Waving on  

                      staffer Earle Blanton’s  

                    system, I’m blown away by 

how neutral, clean and airy Garbarek’s 

voice flows through his towering Mag-

nepan 20.1s. Why a remote review, you 

ask? After purchasing the cartridge for 

reference duty at TONE, Blanton took 

a real liking to the cart, and it never 

returned to the mothership. But it’s a 

system I’m well familiar with: Conrad 

Johnson ACT2/series 2, McCormack 

DNA-750s, an AVID Volvere SP and the 

luscious Mangnepans, beefed up on the 

bottom end with a pair of JL Audio 112 

subwoofers.  It’s a killer system in a big 

room, making for a soundstage that’s 

slightly exaggerated, but oh so inviting.

Overall tonal balance on the sys-

tem is smooth, fast and extended, so 

the Bronze is a perfect fit, mirroring the 

same characteristics. The electronic 

effects on the Garbarek record float 

distinctly a few feet in front of the speak-

ers, feeling much like something from a 

David Lynch movie, almost eerie in their 

effect, with Garbarek gently cooing in 

the background. 

Ortofon Cadenza Bronze
By Jeff Dorgay
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Next up, the MoFi copy of 

Aimee Mann’s Lost in Space. 
Again, this favorite puts Mann 
slightly left of center, but much 
larger than life, the massive 20.1s 
disappearing completely, and 
again, the fun ethereal back-
ground sounds now zooming 
past my head, feeling like I’m 
listening to a surround mix – but 
I’m not. The distorted guitar at 
the beginning of “Guys Like Me” 
has just the right amount of tex-
ture and bite as multiple layers of 
Mann’s voice enter the mix.

The Cadenza Bronze excels 
at throwing a very deep, three-
dimensional soundstage, with 
a generous helping of decay to 
further create the illusion that Ms. 
Mann is right here in the room 
with us. Female vocals, check.

Moving on to some classic 
rock, the self-titled Santana gives 
the Cadenza Bronze a bit more 
of an obstacle course, mixing in 
Santana’s complex guitar work 
with a wide range of acoustic 
instruments and percussion. 
Thanks to the extreme speed of 
this cartridge and its ability to 
start and stop cleanly and pre-
cisely, bongos sound like bon-
gos, and the drums are locked 
solidly down.   As the drums pan 
back and forth during the intro to 
“Evil Ways,” all of the overdubbed 
vocals are easy to pick out of the 
mix, while the Hammond organ is 
well out on the periphery. Often a 
great track to play while listening 
to headphones (especially if one 
is slightly herbally challenged) a 
similar, spacey, otherworldly ex-

perience is within your grasp with 
the Cadenza Bronze.

However, the parlor tricks are 
meaningless without accurate 
rendering of tone and timbre – 
another area in which the Caden-
za Bronze excels. The cymbals 
in the same Santana recording 
come across as neutral and cor-
rect, yet fade into nothing with 
an extremely fine tonal gradation. 
This is the analog magic at its 
best, my friends. This recording 
also demonstrates the Cadenza 
Bronze’s ability to unravel a 
dense studio recording, revealing 
all of the buried treasure within, 
something that does not come 
easy to all MC cartridges. The 
Cadenza Bronze can deliver the 
goods on heavy rock recordings. 
A similar experience is achieved 
with this cartridge mounted on 
the SME 10/SME V tonearm 
combination; the Bronze is able 
to extract minute details at both 
loud and soft levels without the 
soundstage collapsing.  Impres-
sive.

While many rely on female 
vocals to judge a component’s 
mettle, I submit that the male 
voice is often tougher to repro-
duce accurately because of the 
additional weight and increased 
range at times. Sinatra’s reissues 
on MoFi provide an excellent 
obstacle course here, especially 
apparent when one observes the 
difference in recording quality  
between the title track on his 
Nice and Easy album and the 
second track, “That Old Feeling” 
– with the second track having 

F E A T U R E

more depth and body, Sinatra’s voice 
smoother than ever.

The piano and strings on this 
album are reproduced exquisitely. 
Swapping through a range of phono-
stages from the Monk Audio, all the 
way up to the $65k Qualia Indigo, 
(which the Ortofon mates with quite 
spectacularly, though perhaps a bit 
overkill) the sonic signature of the 
Cadenza Bronze remains constant.

Perhaps the only aspect of this 
cartridge that may be off-putting 
to some audiophiles is its lack of 
embellishment, one direction or the 
other.  It does not offer a lush mid-
range like the Grado Statement 1 
(or Ortofon’s own SPU cartridge), 
nor does it render an overly detailed 
presentation like my Lyra Titan i. The 
Cadenza Bronze is really a “just the 
facts, ma’am” transducer. It neither 
romanticizes the presentation nor 
adds an artificially goosed high end, 
suggesting a false sense of resolu-
tion. As one who sees the cartridge 
in an analog system as the ultimate 
tone control, the Cadenza Bronze 
will probably be more at home in a 
system somewhere between a neu-
tral tonal balance and one that leans 
slightly to the warm, romantic side.

With a .4mv output, the Cadenza 
Bronze works well with any phono-
stage you might have on hand with 
about 60 – 65db of gain. Of course it 
is a perfect match with my ARC REF 
Phono 2SE and the Simaudio MOON 
810LP, yet we achieve equally good 
results with the Monk phonostage 
and even the Lehmann Black Cube 
currently under review. (continued) 
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The range of tracking force 
is 2.2 – 2.7 grams, with Orto-
fon suggesting 2.5 as optimal.  
This proves perfect in the SME 
tonearms at my disposal, how-
ever 2.6 gram is the ticket in the 
Rega RP8. As always, we sug-
gest making small adjustments 
up and down from 2.5 grams 
to achieve the best balance of 
high frequency response and 
trackability.

Which leads to the final as-
pect of the Cadenza Bronze: in 
the true tradition of Ortofon MM 
cartridges, the MC Cadenza 
Bronze is a fantastic tracker, 
showing no signs of inner 
groove distortion, or an inability 
to handle highly complex musi-
cal passages. This should be a 
delight to classical and heavy 
rock music users alike.

For $2,199, the Ortofon Ca-
denza Bronze is tough to beat. 
Most other cartridges offering 
this level of performance, re-
vealing this much music in such 
an unobtrusive way, tend to 
cost at least a thousand dollars 
more – hence our willingness to 
bestow one of our Exceptional 
Value Awards. While not offer-
ing as much resolution as a few 
of our favorite cartridges with 
a five-figure price tag, the Ca-
denza Bronze gives you more 
than a peek into what the mega 
cartridges offer without an in-
sane price tag. I suggest an 
audition. l

Ortofon Cadenza Bronze
$2,199
www.ortofon.com 
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Audiophile
Pressings
By Jeff Dorgay

rickie lee Jones
Rickie Lee Jones
Mobile Fidelity, 180g 
45RPM 2LP box set

Rickie Lee Jones

T
M U S I C

Three times a charm for Rickie Lee Jones. Back in the 
1980s, Mobile Fidelity released the eponymous album as 
one of its earliest productions. While the original Warner 
Bros. pressing is pretty damn good, the reissue quickly 
became the record that many audiophiles dragged into their 
favorite high-end audio shop. Between radio stations playing 
the hell out of “Chuck E’s In Love” and customers at the local 
hi-fi store that signed my paycheck, I came to dread anyone I 
saw walking in the door with the record under their arm.  

But like Pink Floyd’s The Dark Side of the Moon, time 
heals all wounds. A 25-year hiatus has made this debut 
record listenable for me again, and last year, Mobile Fidelity 
produced a single-LP remaster.  Remarkably similar to 
the original Mobile Fidelity version, albeit slightly noisier, 
the recent LP offers a bit more dynamic range. However, 
because the grooves now go almost all the way to the label, 
increased inner-groove distortion arises on the last track of 
each side.

This new 45RPM version takes care of the problem and 
boasts a more solid foundation, with a solid bass groove that 
doesn’t exist on the other MoFi pressings or WB original. 
No substitute for sheer groove volume, this copy really 
swings, with significantly more drive and a more expansive 
soundstage, to boot.

While a tad noisier than the original, the delicacy by 
which the acoustic bass gets reproduced on “Easy Money” 
should surprise those who have heard this record countless 
times. The percussion floats in with a gentleness that comes 
damn close to the experience provided by tape. All the 
acoustic instruments tout more space and shape. Yes, this is 
analog done to perfection.

For those wondering, “Chuck E’s In Love” still gives me 
an anxiety attack, but it sounds better than ever. If you love 
this record, you will not be disappointed.
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Carole King

Carole King
Tapestry
Mobile Fidelity, 180g LP

M U S I C

Here’s an interesting pressing of a major 
classic. Of course, books have been written 
about Carole King, her genius, why this record 
is a landmark, so there’s no need to blather on 
about those topics here.

Bottom line: Mobile Fidelity hits upon an 
excellent compromise with this version by 
putting it all on one slab of vinyl. Remarkable 
dynamics remain, even though they aren’t 
quite as abundant as on the out-of-print 
Classic Records reissue.  However: This LP 
provides an open, natural top end that no 
other Tapestry offers to such an extent, save 
the recent ORG pressing, which was limited 
to 2000 copies and is getting tougher to find.  
All the other copies of this record I’ve heard 
possess a slightly to moderately rolled-off 
treble. For this reviewer, bringing this quality 
back makes the album, and makes this Mobile 
Fidelity reissue the version to own if you don’t 
want to go the 45 route.

http://www.soundstagedirect.com
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Billy Joel

Billy Joel
The Stranger
Mobile Fidelity, 180g 45RPM 2LP

I’d give Mobile Fidelity a swab of my DNA if 
the label would work its magic on Billy Joel’s 
Streetlife Serenade, but I don’t think it’s 
going to happen. So we’ll need to settle for 
the Grammy-winning The Stranger. Part of 
the imprint’s ongoing Joel reissue campaign, 
this 45RPM edition of The Stranger sounds 
incredible.  If this record—ranked by Rolling 
Stone among the 100 Greatest Albums 
of All Time—is your jam, call Music Direct 
right now.  Dragging out the Columbia 
original from my archives instantly reminds 
me how dreadful the original sounds: two-
dimensional, lifeless,  flat.  

A two record set, this version of Joel’s 
biggest-selling record (it was available on 
8-track, back in 1977!) lords over the original. 
The 45RPM platters really make transients 
jump.  Where the original is congested, 
Mobile Fidelity’s edition does justice to Joel’s 
piano playing by giving it more of its own 
space and texture. In addition, his band is 
much better represented. Now, it’s easier to 
give Joel and producer Phil Ramone credit 
for the arrangements. 

By record’s end, it becomes clear MoFi 
ticked all the boxes. Big, big sound. Super-
quiet surfaces. Excellent artwork.  Another 
boomer favorite reborn. 

M U S I C

Experience the fine art of Rega.

THE

ORGANISATION

The Sound Organisation    
facebook.com/TheSoundOrganisation
Tel: 972.234.0182  info@soundorg.com
soundorg.com

Combining an artisan’s 

approach to creating hifi 

gear with state-of-the-art 

manufacturing techniques 

has been at the center of 

Rega—for 40 years.

Rega RP8 and RP10:  The next generation of Rega. Built on 
40 years of turntable research and design, the new RP8 and 
RP10 turntables capture the true spirit of creative design and 
exceptional sound quality in a revolutionary new package.
 
Both turntables utilize Rega’s new skeletal plinth design, 
keeping mass to a minimum, and transfering the delicate 
signal in the record grooves to your ears.
 
The Sound Organisation and your Rega dealers are offering 
a special package price when their Apheta cartridge is 
included, making either of these tables an even better value.

Listen to experience. Listen to Rega.

http://www.soundorg.com
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Hall and Oates
Hall and Oates’ ninth album is brought to life like 
never before on this Mobile Fidelity pressing. The 
group’s first self-produced work, Voices presents 
the duo embracing a more commercial sound 
defined by the addition of slightly more pop and 
funk interacting with the harmonies that made 
the pair famous.

Moving straight to side two and cueing up 
“You’ve Lost That Loving Feeling” reveals how 
desolate the original RCA pressing sounds. 
Bereft of dynamics, the old LP sounds like an 
mp3 file. This new version is awash with depth 
and nuance, and the comparison makes it easy 
to hear the truly great musicianship Hall and 
Oates brought to the songs. 

The piano on “Kiss On My List,” nearly gone 
on the original, now occupies plenty of space 
just to the left of center, right behind Hall’s lead 
vocal. Throughout, you can noticeably hear the 
vocal banter between Hall and Oates, with the 
latter having more presence than before.  Here’s 
an enjoyable trip down memory lane, especially 
with the sonics returned to what they should 
have been all along. 

Hall and Oates
Voices
Mobile Fidelity, 180g LP

M U S I C VPI Classic Direct

CLEARAUDIO Concept

PROJECT Debut Carbon

VPI Classic 3

MUSIC HALL USB-1

AVID Acutus

REGA RP40

800.449.8333  |  musicdirect.com

THE ULTIMATE AMERICAN-MADE  
REFERENCE TURNTABLE

http://www.musicdirect.com
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Musical  Fidelity 
V90-AMP and 
V90-DAC

By Mark Marcantonio

                            hen it comes to achieving big 

sound, small components can usually only get you so 

far. But in a world where smartphones have become 

entrenched in our daily lives, big things are expected 

nonetheless. For many non-audiophiles, something 

that takes up one square foot is better than something 

that takes up 20 (not including cables). With that in 

mind, the new V90 series of mini-components from 

Musical Fidelity offers the opportunity to enjoy music 

in a limited amount of space while achieving quality 

commensurate with that of a primary audio system.  

When assigned the new V90-AMP and V90-

DAC from Musical Fidelity, I immediately grabbed 

the keys to my truck, assuming they were going to 

come in big packages. Instead, I was handed two 

white cardboard boxes no bigger than high school 

textbooks. In addition to the amp and DAC models 

($300 each), V90 lineup includes the similarly sized 

V90-LPS phonostage, V90-HPA headphone amp, and 

V90-BLU Bluetooth receiver. (We will be featuring the 

phonostage in the next issue.)

The V90 products, which are assembled in Taiwan, 

feature custom casework with rounded corners and 

brushed aluminum faceplates. Their heft is noticeably 

more substantial than that of similar products from 

companies such as Lepai. And even when paired 

with full-size power cords, interconnects, and speaker 

wires, the V90 products won’t tip over backwards 

when plugged in.

W
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V90-AMP

Opening the box for the V90-AMP, I’m immediately 
struck by the sight of an actual power cord instead of 
a power adapter. The Musical Fidelity design team has 
somehow managed to squeeze an actual power supply 
into a case no bigger than a paperback novel that also 
contains an integrated amplifier. This is huge with us at 
TONE, as wall warts are akin to a deep-space satellite 
dishes when it comes to electrical interference. (And 
our publisher also has a tendency to lose them.)

The silver-colored faceplate of the V90-AMP is 
reminiscent of full-size Musical Fidelity integrated 
amplifiers but with just two LED lights, for power and 
status, on either side of the click-step volume knob. 
The one omission is the power button, but as the 
V90-AMP’s Tripath chips use so little energy at idle, it 
can remain on all the time without ruining your carbon 
footprint. (continued)
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All there is.

As a true audiophile you‘ve always dreamt of the perfect loudspeaker. The one and only to deliver the 
highest highs and the deepest depths, lightning fast and with endless dynamic reserves, handling 
thousands of watts of transients without compression, on a soundstage from here to eternity, making 
your entire physical existence an integral part of whatever wonder is happening inside the music.  
You may stop dreaming now, and start hearing. The all new Evidence Platinum with DDC - Dynaudio 
Directivity Control, making your room disappear. www.dynaudio.com

The one.

http://www.dynaudio.com
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The Tripath chipset puts 
out 20 watts per channel at 8 
ohms, with speakers having a 
nominal 6-ohm load being rec-
ommended. I spent the first half 
of the review period listening to 
the amp via the Harbeth Com-
pact 7ES-3 speakers. Granted, 
this isn’t a realistic pairing due to 
their 85db sensitivity rating, but 
they give me solid insight into 
the capabilities of these two V90 
products. The latter half of my 
listening is done through Totem 
Acoustic Rainmakers. Prior to 

engaging the DAC, the V90-
AMP performs best through its 
analog headphone input, play-
ing lossless files from either 
my MacBook using iTunes with 
Pure Music or my iPod Classic. 
In my experience, the amp’s 
USB input struggles with higher 
distortion, no matter what cable 
I use, though other listeners 
should test to see which inputs 
achieve the best experience, as 
results can vary.

Taking a listen to Blind 
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The back panel is a model 
of efficiency; from left to right it 
features an asynchronous USB 
input, an on/off volume control 
switch, a combo optical/mini 
headphone input (a mini-to-RCA 
converter is included), right/left 
speaker cable ports, and the 
three-way power cord socket. 
Chances are, the V90-AMP is 
going to be used on a bookshelf 
or similar surface with 16-gauge 
speaker wire or thinner, so its 
spring-loaded speaker connec-
tions make perfect sense. 

Pilot’s “We Are The Tide,” I 
find that the Musical Fidelity 
signature of palpable bass exists 
with this amp, though at 20 wpc 
it offers just a taste rather than 
being truly impactful. Typical of 
Tripath-chip output, the initial 
punch is fast and tight. With 
the volume cranked, the V90-
AMP stays solid and clean until 
the mid-90-dB range, when 
the soundstage collapses, but 
getting to that level is pretty 
impressive for a $300 mini-
amplifier.

When delivering something 
with more of a rock vibe, the 
V90-AMP maintains the dis-
tinct, edgy electric guitar in Sa-
hara Smith’s “The Real Thing.” 
In a home office, the V90-
AMP has no problem sending 
enough energy to move air. 
It will never let you forget the 
impact that its mighty brother, 
the M6 integrated, can create, 
but it does offer a high level of 
contentment with appropriately 
sensitive speakers. (continued)
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V90-DAC

As nifty as the V90-AMP is on its 
own, adding the matching V90-DAC 
takes the listening experience to a 
new level. Even the crunchiest re-
cordings sound a magnitude or two 
better with the V90-DAC, which is 
able to upsample to a resolution of 
32 bits/192 kHz. A Linn HD down-
load of the Eagles’ “Desperado,” 
performed by singer Susan Wong, 
exudes a level of emotional ache I’ve 
never felt before via a budget DAC. A 
live recording of Amos Lee’s “Shout 
Out Loud” at just 16 bits/44 kHz 
recreates the intimacy of the small 
recording space.

The front panel of the V90-DAC, 
with its two small toggle switches, is 
a reminder of the 1980’s classic Apt 
Holman preamplifier. The left switch 
is for power and the right one offers 
the input choices of USB, coax/opti-
cal 1, and optical 2. The rear panel 
is divided between the RCA output 
jacks, the asynchronous USB, coax, 
optical 1, optical 2, and DC output. 
Unlike the matching amp, the V90-
DAC uses a wall wart.

At the center of the V90-DAC’s 
design is the Burr-Brown 1795 chip-
set. The component immediately 
recognizes the bit-level differences 
between various files and adjusts 
without delay. Musical Fidelity claims 
that the V90-DAC’s jitter rate is just 
15 pulses per second, with a distor-
tion rate of 0.0003 percent. Money 
is spent where it matters with this 
product. Listening to live record-
ings reveals how well the V90-DAC 
resolves such sharp sounds as the 
tambourine in the Feeling’s “Sewn” 
that there are no fuzzy remnants to 
distort where the hand impact takes 
place.

The pleading, emotional vocals of 
Bruce Cockburn’s anti-war anthem “If 
I Had a Rocket Launcher” resonate 
with the V90-DAC in such a way that 
playing the laptop directly into the 
V90-AMP just can’t duplicate. Near 
the end of the live recording, the DAC 
picks up Cockburn’s deep but subtle 
breath, which the amp misses on its 
own, justifying spending the extra 
cash for the outboard DAC if you can 
make the stretch. (continued)
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728 Third Street, Unit C
Mukilteo, WA 98275 USA

p: (425) 610-4532 / f: (425) 645-7985
www.vanaltd.com / sales@vanaltd.com

www.facebook.com/vanalimited

HIGH PERFORMANCE ANALOG
With over a century of combined experience working
with analog, we decided to embark on building a new 
collection of high performance analog products for 
distribution in North America. In addition to outstand-
ing sonic and build qualities, we also require each 
product to possess high value. This does not mean that
we swe shy away from the exceptional and more expensive. 
Instead, this means that every product we work with is 
available for a fair and consistent price relative to 
performance.

At the foundation of our analog offerings is Dr. Feickert 
Analogue from Germany. We have worked with Chris 
Feickert to create new high performance and unique 
packages that are specific to our North American marpackages that are specific to our North American market.
Each of our new models are available in standard high 
gloss piano black lacquer or in an upgraded rosewood 
finish. Performance is at the heart of each of these new 
turntables.
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Sultry soprano Kathleen 
Edwards’ “Change the Sheets” 
sounds surprisingly smooth for 
this price point. In comparison 
to my reference $1,300 Simau-
dio 300D, the V90-DAC doesn’t 
have such lush detail, but for 25 
percent of the cost, the V90-
DAC justifies its $300 price tag 
just fine, thank you. The V90-
DAC does what it does well, 
instead of reaching beyond its 
capabilities and weakening the 
overall presentation.

For those of you demand-
ing a speedy transient attack, 
listening to Mumford and Sons’ 
“Holland Road” provides ample 
proof that the V90-DAC can 
handle quick sonic movements 
without a hiccup. The repro-
duced banjo sounds rich and 
resolved. Steve Martin’s im-
pressive banjo fingering in “The 
Crow” confirms how well this 
unit handles quick transient at-
tack.

Switching gears to complex 
symphonic music, I find that 
the Linn HD recording of the 
Scottish Chamber Orchestra’s 
rendition of Mozart’s “Requiem 
in D Minor” presents a few 
challenges to budget DACs: 
a beautiful high soprano and 
violins, followed by the intense 
impact of the full orchestra, 
which can easily become harsh 
and clouded, due to the tim-
brel complexity. The V90-DAC 
passes with flying colors, keep-
ing both voices and instruments 
well sorted.   

Final Score

Finding musical satisfaction 
away from one’s main system is 
a hit-and-miss proposition. The 
combination of Musical Fidelity’s 
V90-AMP and V90-DAC makes 
that time more pleasant. The 
V90-AMP, with its modest 20 wpc 
when paired with reasonably ef-
ficient speakers, creates an emo-
tional connection to the music. It 
also offers a significant helping 
of the Musical Fidelity sound that 
is found in the company’s larger 
amplifiers: solid, well-controlled 
bass performance, and a natu-
ral tonality across the frequency 
spectrum without ever sounding 
harsh.

Fleshing out details otherwise 
missed is what any worthy budget 
DAC does best, and the V90-DAC 
performs this admirably. With this 
DAC, Musical Fidelity chose to 
focus on musical fundamentals, 
thus avoiding the budget trap of 
doing one thing great at the ex-
pense of others, and creating an 
excellent balance. Upper frequen-
cies are particularly well resolved, 
even with the most difficult musi-
cal presentations. The V90-DAC’s 
performance makes it a piece of 
gear worthy of serious consider-
ation, regardless of budget. Don’t 
let the diminutive size fool you!

Overall, these components 
make for an excellent, practical, 
and small-footprint solution for the 
home office, or for those with se-
rious space constraints. l

www.musicalfidelity.com
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M
By Monique Meadows

 the wino

spain!
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My first Spanish wine, one college Sangria-infused pool 
party not included, was on a camping trip with friends in 
my 30’s. At a campfireside makeshift table beneath an 
immense night sky of stars, someone opened a bottle of 
Marques Caceres Rioja, a classic red wine from Spain’s 
Rioja region in the north of the country, an area famous for 
what winemakers can do with the Tempranillo grape. Wines 
from the region have historically been some of the most 
well known of Spanish wines. I only knew that when my first 
sip of that wine met in my mouth with bite of camp-grilled 
T-bone, I was captivated by what tasted like a culinary 
sunset. I couldn’t move from that table, nor did I want to, 
more than content to linger through each bite of marriage 
of the beef followed by oak-barrel aged Tempranillo. I 
was ridiculously happy. And other than the night sky 
that evening, the meal is all I remember about that trip. I 
don’t remember which of my friends had been brilliant or 
generous at the time to bring a Rioja instead of a Two Buck 
Chuck, but that wine made me want to know what else 
Spanish winemakers were up to.

If you were to look at a map of Spain, you 
would find a wine region in almost every curve, 
corner, plateau and mountainous area of the 
land. The country has almost 3 million acres of 
its land planted to vineyards, including some 
600 native grape varieties. A fraction of those 
are Spain’s key grapes, such as Tempranillo 
and Garnacha, which are being used in its 
winemaking production with international 
varieties like Cabernet Sauvignon and Syrah.

My first introduction to Spain as a country 
was through my mother’s Paella recipe and 
her stories of my parents’ college travels 
to Segovia, neither one of them Spaniards. 
Deeply flavorful saffron-infused rice with 
shrimp, chicken and spicy sausage, the Paella 
was not served with Spanish wine at our dinner 
table growing up though undoubtedly my 
father might have had a Bordeaux or Burgundy 
opened. Many people today are still not familiar 
with the wines of Spain.  Rioja is probably the 
most well known of Spain’s wine regions, but 
there are exciting regions in every direction. 
Third in global wine production behind France 
and Italy, Spain has a rich winemaking history 
and a past reputation for aging wines for 
length, even decades worth of barrel aging, 
producing big, deep and rich wines that 
regions like Rioja have been famous for. A shift 
is happening as a new young guard of Spanish 
winemakers is bringing Spain into modern 
times in its cellars., producing many vibrant 
wines with less time in oak – fresh, bright 
wines and elegantly-aged complex wines, all 
inviting in the glass. And thrilling to the wallet, 
as tremendous values can be found in Spanish 
wine selections, especially from Spain’s 
southern reaches.

The breadth of Spanish wine selections 
available today is impressive, as are the 
bargains. My four picks here are worth looking 
for and enjoying now, no need cellaring and 
waiting. All four are under $20, with one at $11. 
Explore red and white Spanish wines beyond 
this short list. In the bars of Spain, the only 
ones drinking Sangria are the tourists.

Beyond Rioja – 4 Value Picks
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ST O N E  S T Y L E

Spain has some of the most refreshing white wines 
on the market today. If I can encourage people to 
temporarily break away from their generic Char-
donnay or Sauvignon Blanc quest, I lead them to 
Spanish whites whereby they almost always return 
wowed and open to exploring Spanish selections 
further. You may know Albariño or have had a 
Verdejo, maybe even enjoyed fruity blends that in-
cluded Macabeo, but you may not know Godello, a 
native Galician grape that seems to be making a big 
comeback. Lucky us. There have been compari-
sons to Chardonnay, even Burgundian Chardonnay, 
and I think you’ll be seeing more of this new star. 

In Spain’s winemaking past, both red and some 
whites wines were given long aging times, especial-
ly in the wines of Rioja. With investment in state-of-
the-art wineries today, many of the new winemak-
ers are making fresher, more youthful wines using 
less oak aging times or no use of oak at all.  Valdel-
sil “Montonovo” is a very modern, stainless-steel 
fermented white produced with grapes selected 
from its native Valdeorras region, one of the small-
est winemaking districts, on the north bank of the 
River Sil (thus the name Val-de-Sil). This is part of 
Galicia, a wine region in Spain’s Northwest, situ-
ated just north of Portugal. Bodegas Valdesil’s ter-
raced vineyards are some of the highest in Spain 
and are planted on soils rich in blue slate. The slate 
lends a distinctive mineral nuance to the wines. The 
Valdesil “Montenovo” is a classic example of what 
the grape can produce fresh fruit character, with 
a defined crispness yet a characteristic fullness. 
Flavors of vibrant citrus share the nicely weighted 
palette with notes of green herbs and white flower 
in a crisp wine bursting with freshness and mineral 
notes from those rocky slate soils.  On its own, this 
is a very delicious glass of wine. And with seafood 
such as lobster, this Godello will have you quite 
taken, and wondering why everyone else is asking 
for Chardonnay.

Bodegas Valdesil 
“Montenovo” Godello
Valdeorras 2012  $16.00

www.qualia-highend.com
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My first encounter with this wine left me 
intrigued. The bottle, with a label design 
reminiscent of something Pablo Picasso, 
a famous Spaniard, would have worked 
up if commissioned, and the listed use of 
a grape called Alicante Bouschet had me 
investigating further. The wine’s importer 
describes winemaker Rafael Cambra as “as 
much a visionary as a winemaker, and as much 
scientist as farmer.”  It seems Cambra spent 
a good part of his early life in the vineyards of 
his family’s prestigious wine estate. The family 
owns a nursery where they grow and sell vine 
stocks to many of Spain’s prestigious bodegas. 
Rafael trained as a nurseryman and curious 
about winemaking, was mentored in Spain and 
then studied and apprenticed in France. He 
then returned to his native Valencia, located in 
eastern Spain on the Mediterranean coast, to 
embark on his own after discovering a vineyard 
of 40 year-old Monestrell (Mourvedre) vines. I 
can only imagine his thrill at that find.

For his wine named “Soplo”, he uses the 
Alicante Bouschet, aka Garnacha Tintorerra. 
which is selected from 30 year-old vines.  The 
wine spends three months in used French oak 
barrels and another six months in bottle before 
its release. This wine delivers fresh, ripe red fruit 
with a nuance of spice and an earthy note on  
first approach. The bodega explains that Soplo 
refers to “a special moment that occasionally 
surfaces as a treasured memory that reminds 
us of the joy of life,” and suggests that the label 
design of a face with an open door depicts the 
release of such treasured memory. A pairing of 
Soplo red with smoky meats and sausages or 
roasted, spice-rubbed chicken could create  
such a moment.

Bodegas rafael Cambra 
“Soplo” Cuveé
Valencia 2010  $13.00

http://www.belcantodesign.com
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“Vilosell” is from Spain’s northeast, in Catalo-
nia. West of Barcelona near the Pyranees and 
the border with France, winemaker Tomàs 
Cusiné tends mountain vineyards surrounded 
by Mediterranean herbs and thick forests. 
Cusiné, originally with the celebrated Castell 
del Remei estate, branched off on his own in 
the historic village of El Vilosell, in the small 
wine region of Costers del Segre DO.  With a 
variety of soils and microclimates, Coster del 
Segre is a mecca for a range of indigenous 
and foreign grape varieties to thrive, and the 
perfect source of grapes for a master blender 
such as Cusine.

Vilosell is composed of 43% Ull de Libre 
– the local Tempranillo grape, 18% Syrah, 
16% Cabernet Sauvignon, 14% Merlot, 6% 
Carinyena and 3% Garnacha and is aged 
in French oak for nine months. The beauti-
fully aromatic wine expresses cherry, black 
raspberry, and blueberry fruits as well as 
spice notes of white pepper and a touch of 
cocoa.  A mouthful has thrilling complexity 
with deep berry notes, touches of mineral 
and licorice and rewards with a smooth and 
elegant dark fruit finish alongside just the 
right amount of spice from Cusiné’s impec-
cable use of oak. The wine is as modern as 
its label, delivers much for its price under $20 
and will pair quite nicely with a cut of beef or 
pork kissed by flame. The striking label de-
sign, with its rows of varying shades of warm 
colors could inspire a tapestry.  It caught my 
eye across a sea of over-designed and under-
inspired bottles at a wine trade show. I had 
hoped that what was inside the bottle was 
just as impressive. It was, and is, a complex 
blend beautifully made as though the grapes 
had always belonged together.

Bodegas Tomàs Cusiné Vilosell 
Costers del Segre
Cataluña 2008   $18.00
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In Almansa, a town of narrow streets where café 
diners often enjoy the Castille-LaMancha region’s 
specialty of Pisto, a dish of onions, tomatoes, 
eggplant and the region’s Manchengo cheese, 
Bodegas Atalaya is the new wine project of Gil 
Family Estates. Their “Laya”, a blend of old vine 
Garnacha Tintorera (70%) and Monastrell (30%) is 
aged 4 months is French oak barrels, and for its 
small price, delivers flavors of Spainish grapes in  
a big way.

Wine value hunters take note, Laya is a bottle 
not to be missed.  This Almansa red hails from the 
Albacete province in the Castille-LaMancha area 
in Spain’s southeast corner, inland from the Med-
iteranean coast. Situated just below Valencia, this 
area of Spain is the big star on a treasure map 
of delicious wines at bargain prices. Wine has 
been produced in this hot, arid and dry landscape 
since the 1600’s and the red grape dominating 
the winemaking scene here, and its specialty, is 
Monestrell. Known in France and California as 
Mourvedre, Monestrell is a wine I particularly love, 
especially when used in blends where it can lend 
a deep soulfulness to a wine.  Also in the Laya 
blend is Garnacha Tintorera (Alicante Bouschet) 
that gives the wine its deep color and generous 
deep, dark fruit character.

The wine is rich in dark cherry and blackberry 
flavors, with hints of licorice and espresso that all 
lead to a beautiful long and smooth finish for such 
an inexpensive wine. Wrapped in a handsome, 
understated label the color of a hue of gray/tan in 
a Ralph Lauren paint chip collection, the bottle 
doesn’t jump off the shelf at you as the life of 
the party, but trust me, it will be a hit this sum-
mer at your infamous grill gatherings or the talked 
about bottle sharing a table with plates of tapas. 
For the wine point scorekeepers, this impres-
sive budget pick grabbed a 90 point rating from 
Wine Advocate.

Bodegas Atalaya 
laya Almansa
laMancha 2012   $11.00

T O N E  S T Y L E

REFERENCE 75

Airloom.

75 watts per channel.  Weaving magic.

Fine Sounds Group

3900 Annapolis Lane North ∙ Plymouth, MN  55447 ∙ www.audioresearch.com

http://www.audioresearch.com
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As you know, keys can vary widely 
in size and shape, so how do you know 
which Keyport blades will replace your 
normal keys? You just note a few details 
about the keys when placing your Keyport 
order online and print out a special form 
on which to place your normal keys and 
take a digital photo of them. You then 
upload the form to a secure site, which 
the Keyport team analyzes and gets back 
to you in a couple days with the specifics 
on the blades you need. You can disguise 
your original keys with tape or edit the 
digital photo if you’re extra concerned 
about security, as long as the key tip 
and handle are visible. Once you receive 
your order, you just take the blades to a 
hardware store or your local key cutter to 
have them shaped to match the original 
keys. The final easy step is sliding them 
into your Keyport. 

For transponder-chipped car keys, 
special Keyport blades can be ordered, 
but they require an additional slot in 
the body. The Keyport doesn’t have a 
place to put garage remotes or special 
electronic fobs, unless you use Velcro to 
attach your security fob to the side of your 
Keyport like I do, which is not the most 
elegant of solutions. 

If you don’t have six keys to occupy 
all the slots in the Slide, Keyport sells fun 
and useful accessories to fill the extra 
slots. Options include a USB memory 
stick, flashlight, or bottle opener. Now 
if only they could fit a wallet and a 
ChapStick, I’d be able to carry everything 
I need in one pocket—no need for a 
backpack.

Keyport Slide 2.0 
$29, plus $5 per standard key blade; 
accessories cost extra
www.mykeyport.com

                             kay, I admit it. I’m the  
                          guy with a key ring so 
big that it needs a backpack instead of 
a pocket. It’s laden with every key I have 
accumulated this century and I don’t even 
remember what some of them unlock. 
But I’m turning over a new leaf, and so I’m 
been on the search for a new and stylish 
keychain—which eventually led me to the 
Keyport Slide.

The basic idea is that six keys can be 
hidden within a small, lightweight device 
with color-coded buttons, or “nodes,” to 
identify the keys and slide them into and 
out of the rectangular encasing. While 
the first version of the Slide was made of 
metal, the Slide 2.0 is made from durable 
polycarbonate, and it can be ordered with 
a black, white, or transparent case.

By Rob Johnson

Keyport Slide 2.0
A new approach to an old problem

T O N E  S T Y L E T O N E  S T Y L E

Keyport, 
which is located in 
Las Vegas, says that using 
polycarbonate is less expensive 
and subsequently reduces the cost for 
the consumer. After using an original metal 
Slide myself for the last year, I will say that 
version 2.0 is lighter and the sliding action 
is smoother. Since Keyport’s aim is to 
reduce the weight of the device and the 
space each key requires, standard keys 
will not fit in the slim casing, which is less 
than 3 inches long, just over 1 inch wide, 
and about half an inch thick. Keyport’s 
solution is to utilize special “blades,” which 
are purchased in addition to the Keyport 
body. They are slim and light and don’t 
have the usual bulky key heads. 

http://www.mykeyport.com
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ii Arens’ recent frenetic busyness 
is nothing new. Over the course of 
his 20-plus-year career, the Los An-
geles–based artist, who hails from 
Minneapolis, has had his creative 
hands in music, graphic design, 
and art direction—and his steady 
flow of inspiration and drive seems 
to keep getting stronger. He typi-

cally creates three or more posters a week for musicians, 
while pursuing his own musical endeavors and occasionally 
directing music videos, which he recently did for Queens of 
the Stone Age.

Early last summer, QOTSA released …Like Clockwork, 
its highly anticipated sixth studio album, which has since 
been regarded by many as its best album to date. The 
band’s followers know that its albums are always accompa-
nied by a torrent of incredible artwork from numerous iconic 
poster artists and designers, including Arens, who directed 
the first official music video for this album with his longtime 
collaborator Jason Trucco.

The interactive music video for the haunting atmospheric 
ballad, “The Vampyre of Time and Memory,” is a dark, trip-
py, and romantic digital experience. Sponsored and hosted 
by Vice magazine’s subsidiary company, the Creator’s Proj-
ect, with a digital house-of-mirrors experience crafted in 
coding by the technological wizardry of Darknet, the video 
launch on vampyreoftimeandmemory.com was so success-
ful that the site jammed up with traffic and ultimately shut 
down (though it’s back up now). 

Arens says he has been working with Josh Homme 
(QOTSA founder) since 2008 and has created a number of 
posters for the band, but this video was entirely new terri-
tory for everyone involved. In the web-based video, viewers 
can move in and out of three different worlds, often getting 
propelled about by the tricky coding of Darknet. There’s a 
grotesque beauty to it, as the user jumps from pristine all-
white aesthetics to a room filled with taxidermy. (continued)

The Poster Art and Music 
Videos of Kii Arens By Kristin Bauer K

http://vampyreoftimeandmemory.com
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“This video is really strange 
because I had to create three 
separate videos for these 
worlds,” Arens explains. “And 
I had to edit each one of them 
separately.” He says that re-
search for the video included 
riding around a taxidermy shop 
on rollerblades with his iPhone 
and recruiting his eccentric 
neighbor Dolly to be cast in the 
video.  

“Dolly Boyd is a neighbor-
hood sweetheart,” says Arens. 
“She lives about three blocks 
away from me on Santa Mon-
ica Boulevard.” He stopped 
her on her bicycle one day to 
snap some photos of her and 
share the musical track with 
her, which moved her to tears. 
“She attributes the lyrics to all 
the things that have happened 
to her in her life,” says Arens. 
“She got hit by a truck on Hol-
lywood and Highland. When 
she opened her eyes, the front 
wheel of the truck tire was hit-
ting her fake eyelash.” Boyd can 
be seen in a separate video cre-
ated by Arens of her covering 
this song without Homme. A link 
to the video is provided on the 
QOTSA Facebook page.

Boyd and Homme contrast 
one another perfectly in the 
video, both truly pulling out the 
slow heaviness of the song in 
their performances. This track 
is quite a shift from most other 
songs on the album, which 
feature the driving heavy-rock 
sound the band is known for.
(continued)

F E A T U R E

https://www.facebook.com/QOTSA
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“They’re a heavier rock band and this song 
was a departure for them in a way,” says Arens. 
“I wanted to maintain the rock, and doubling 
the tempo of the song when they performed it 
[for the video] caused them to move in a more 
rocking fashion. Then we sped up the frame rate 
at double the amount. It’s an old trick, but it kept 
the rock while keeping the visuals smooth with 
the way the song sounds.” While the video is an 
interactive experience, there’s also a link on the 
site to the director’s cut, which Arens hopes is 
ultimately everyone’s favorite.  

Arens’ history in music started in the 1980s, 
when he performed as a rap artist. Then, in the 
1990s, he was in a band called Lip and began 
working on music videos in Minneapolis. He even 
had a small role in Prince’s Purple Rain. And 
since 2000, he has directed music videos for 

Glen Campbell and Devo, and worked on his 
own band, PPL MVRS, in addition to cranking 
out poster designs through his print company, 
LaLaLand Posters, producing artwork for 
musicians including Stevie Wonder and the 
Pixies. 

He is a true visionary with a colorful 
personality and a knack for the LA hustle. 
Among his recent ideas is a music video that 
combines heavy metal and the essence of 
Pink Floyd’s The Wall. His idea includes two 
bands in a virtual battle that eventually causes 
all binary code to be wiped out. He boiled the 
idea down to this: “To start over knowing that 
the true heart that creates the content is what 
you are left with, that’s what it’s about.” 

www.lalalandposters.com

gamutaudio.com
GamuT®

gamut   

http://www.lalalandposters.com
http://www.gamutaudio.com
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hirty years to the day after the debut of 
the original Macintosh, I opened the box 
holding the new Mac Pro (late 2013). Ev-
ery bit the game changer we experienced 
in 1984, and then in 1998 with the iMac, 
this Mac Pro has Apple again stepping 
forward to show us what modern com-
puting looks like when the past is not the 
perpetual template for the future. This is 
most certainly not Henry Ford’s apocry-
phal “faster horse.”

Let’s start off with some bad news: 
This machine is, quite likely, not for you. 
In the same way that that I dearly covet a 
Ducati Il Mostro 1200S, I know that day-
to-day life will not reward me for making 
that my exclusive ride. Instead I humbly 
submit to the practical efficiency of my 
Subaru wagon. It’s just the right transpor-
tation tool for a guy and his family in the 
‘burbs.

So, what about the Mac Pro? Simply, 
it is the most revolutionary and ripsnortin’ 
piece of prêt-à-porter workstation hard-
ware to hit the streets in a long while. 
Apple has taken the long interregnum 
since the 2006 introduction of the first 
generation of Intel-based machines to 
rethink every aspect of high performance 
computing for the creative professional. 
A compact cylinder with the sheen of 
pearlescent graphite and bearing an air  
of vague menace is the result.

Snarky references to the form as “ash-
tray like” are actually useful in the allusion 
to smoke, as the majority of its cylindrical 
volume is indeed a chimney. (continued)

The New Shape of Macintosh
By Chris Petrauskas

T

http://www.dandagostino.com
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The center of the machine is 
occupied by an extruded aluminum 
triangular heat sink. Cooling air is 
pulled vertically through its hollow 
finned core while all of the down-to-
business parts of the machine hang 
off of the three exterior faces. The 
near-silent turbine style fan at the top 
of the machine is the only moving 
part.

As you would expect, the CPUs, 
memory, and solid-state storage are 

all of the highest pedigree. Where 
the Mac Pro turns it up to 11 is in the 
choice not to use traditional PCI slot 
graphics cards but instead to build in 
two dedicated high-end GPUs—one 
driving display to the screen and the 
other dedicated to general comput-
ing tasks. Paired with modern soft-
ware that is able to take advantage 
of these cards (current offerings from 
Apple and Adobe do), the perfor-
mance advantage is immense. Think 
video editors being able to render 
timelines on the fly and transcode 
long sequences in a fraction of the 
time previous. If you’re in media 
production or the sciences and face 
frequent computational bottlenecks, 
these GPUs are heaven sent.

This all sounds great. Why did I 
warn you off at the outset? Simply 
consider budget and purpose. While 
these machines represent the best 
value in workstation computing on 
the market today, they still require a 
significant outlay of cash to get go-
ing. The entry point is $3,000 with 
a fully loaded configuration head-
ing north of $10k and it’s BYO for 
mouse, keyboard, monitors, and 
bulk storage. If you don’t have the 
compute-intensive needs that the 
Mac Pro serves, I recommend the 
current generation 27” iMac. It has 
a gorgeous 2560x1440 IPS display 
and plenty of horsepower wrapped 
in a slim profile with everything you 
need at a starting price of $1,800.

The new Mac Pro is a powerful 
tool that will open up new creative 
possibilities and give you back time 
previously spent watching spinning 
wheels. And with all of that practical 
reward you also get to spend time 
with Il Mostro. l

T O N E  S T Y L E
SUB 2:
THE WORLD’S
MOST POWERFUL
SUBWOOFER*

From Paradigm, the #1 Speaker Brand†
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Physics  trumps mechanics, with help from Paradigm 
Signature SUB 2 (and its slightly smaller sibling SUB 1) are 
movers not shakers. Massive air movement, massive output, vibration 
free. Six identical, perfectly balanced state-of-the-art drivers radially 
aligned (two on each side) inside the cabinet in a Vibration 
Canceling Architecture. As powerful opposing forces of equal 
magnitude, the vibration-reaction forces effectively cancel each other 
out. Barely a ripple disturbs the contents of the glass placed on top of 
the cabinet, such is the degree to which unwanted, distortion-inducing 
vibrations are reduced.

Subwoofer 
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“Audibly better bass through science”
– Chris Martens, AV Guide

Room dimensions, dead spots, archways, furniture placement 
have a negative effect on bass performance. Until now. In a 
process that takes just a few minutes, Paradigm’s Perfect Bass 
Kit puts the sub through a frequency sweep to highlight 
problem areas, determines necessary adjustments and saves 
configurations to your connected PC. Optimized solutions are 
uploaded to the sub. A scientific approach to perfect bass. 

*Connected to a 240-volt line

10˝ drivers handle the 
amazing 9,000 watts 
Peak Power and 4,500 
watts Continuous Power 
the amp delivers through 
its unique Power Factor 
Correction feature.  

w w w . p a r a d i g m . c o m

† The only company to be #1 Best Price/Value twenty- two times! 
Inside Track annual independent nationwide survey of consumer 

electronics specialist retailers and custom installers.

Shown: SUB 1

http://www.paradigm.com
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The  
BMW i3

T O N E  S T Y L E

A Different Kind of Zoom
By Jeff Dorgay

T
he current, very limited crop of all-electric cars faces some 
mainstream acceptance, but BMW’s latest effort proves 
that progress is indeed being made. Promised to be in U.S. 
showrooms by May, the i3 SUV is already traveling European 
roads, and carries an entry-level price of about $41,000 (topping 
out at about $50K, depending on equipment and configuration).

The i3 is available with three levels of accouterment: The 
Mega, Giga and Tera World models can each be ordered 
completely electric, offering 80 to120 miles of range, and with 
a built-in “range extender,” which features an onboard gas-
powered generator to augment the charge of the batteries, 
rather than using an engine configuration that switches between 
electric and combustion operation like most hybrid designs. 
This option adds about 300 pounds to the car and $4,000 to its 
price tag, while extending the range to beyond 200 miles.

122 TONEA U D I O  NO.62 M a r c h  2 0 1 4  123
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Mission Impossible Meets ’80s euro Design

Remember those goofy-looking European automobiles from the 
Miami Vice era, with their monochromatic paint jobs and odd interior 
surfaces? The i3 isn’t quite as bad as a 1980 Porsche 928, with its 
pop art, checkerboard seats, but it’s close. While the i3 utilizes a fair 
amount of carbon fiber throughout, there is some wacky recycled 
plastic in the driver’s cabin that wouldn’t even pass muster in a Kia.  

Though BMW’s famous 3-series sedan is the epitome of 
ergonomic perfection, the i3 features a display screen that is 
about the size of a Samsung Galaxy Tab 3 tablet, hidden behind 
the steering wheel. Unfortunately, this small screen houses the 
speedometer and other related information, while the other LED panel 
(which is twice as big and displays geeky car function information) is 
in the middle of the dash in plain view. Though this is from the same 
company that gave us iDrive, it seems highly counterintuitive. The 
transmission control is equally tough to use and figure out, and it’s 
stuck on the right steering wheel stalk. (continued)

T O N E  S T Y L E

conrad-johnson  It just sounds right.
2733 Merrilee Dr • Fairfax, VA 22031 • phone: 703-698-8581,  fax: 703-560-5360  • www.conradjohnson.com

The ART amplifier 

with its seemingly 

unbounded power 

reserves places 

no limits on your 

enjoyment of 

recorded music. 

But only 250 units 

(125 pairs) will be 

available to 

audiophiles 

world-wide.

Unlimited Enjoyment.  Limited Production.
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Drives like a Dream(y) 
Golf Cart

Hybrid-car owners are 
familiar with dead silence at a 
standstill, but fossil-fuel fans 
will be surprised at the lack 
of engine sound when you 
push the go button on the 
i3’s dash. It doesn’t get much 
better when you press the go 
pedal. Though the i3 is very 
torque (scooting to 60 mph in 
7 seconds), the lack of engine 
sound and gearbox action is 
somewhat unnerving. Perhaps 
the salesperson at the dealer 
summed it up best: “The i3 
is very efficient, but soulless,” 
which is not necessarily what 
you want from the world’s 
ultimate driving machine. 
Though for owners making 
short hops, the i3 might be 
a pretty cool and certainly 
novel way to visit your favorite 
barista.  

To Be Green or Not to Be

Here in the U.S., the dilemma 
we face is whether to be green 
(albeit at a premium price) or to 
enjoy driving excitement. The 
similarly priced BMW X1 SUV 
has a wonderful 3-liter, twin-
turbo six-cylinder engine, but 
it only gets about 20 mpg. The 
i3, on the other hand, achieves 
the equivalent of about 110 
mpg, when considering the 
amount of electricity required 
to keep it running. (continued)

http://www.boulderamp.com
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However, the deal-breaker 
for this writer is the price penalty 
for going electric. My local BMW 
dealer was quoting about $725 
per month on a four-year lease—
ouch! Granted, you get a $7,500 
federal tax credit when purchasing 
a car as efficient as the i3, and 
some states offer additional local 
tax credits, but when you can 
lease a loaded 328d (with a nearly 
1000-mile range) for about $475 
per month, pushing the eco button 
will give many prospective owners 
pause. An even more intriguing 
and more apples-to-apple 
comparison comes in the form 
of BMW’s X1 SAV (Sport Activity 
Vehicle), which features a twin-
turbo four-cylinder engine that can 
achieve mileage in the mid 30s 
and can be leased for under $400 
per month.

It’s a shame that BMW and 
others won’t step up to the plate 
and offer some incentive beyond 
a federal tax credit to encourage 
early adopters of this technology. 
But for now, while it’s close, the 
BMW i3 still misses the mark. l

www.bmw.com

T O N E  S T Y L E
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B rian Eno: Visual Music by 
Christopher Scoates is a com-
prehensive career-spanning 
monograph of Brian Eno’s visual 
artwork, including painting, video, 
photography, and installations. 
Though best known for his music, 
Eno has also created prolific works 
across many media. Through 
the bulk of the 416-page book, 
Scoates and other contributing 
essayists contextualize Eno within 
the major visual arts genres of the 
20th century—everything from 
photography and film to abstract 
and conceptual art.

While much of the writing is 
scholarly, there is a story within 
the text that follows Eno’s growth 
from student, to pop star, to émi-
nence grise of the arts world. Each 
major section of the book exam-
ines a period of time coincident 
with a body of Eno’s work, looking 
at it through a variety of thematic 
lenses: time, color, light, random-
ness, nature, etc. Biographical 
details are present throughout to 
help the reader understand the 
context in which Eno’s artistic 
works developed.

Because Eno’s creative pro-
cesses are so integrated, the  
text makes frequent references 
to his music and the creative  

Brian Eno  
Visual Music

interplay between it and his other 
artistic pursuits. For example, the 
soundtrack from Eno’s 1984 video 
composition Thursday Afternoon 
was later iterated and realized as an 
ambient music composition, with 
each work being celebrated in its 
own right.

Highlights from the book in-
clude the initial chapters observing 
Eno’s formative years at England’s 
Ipswich Civic College under the 
tutelage of Roy Ascott. The exer-
cises he learned and challenges he 
explored there became a creative 
structure that Eno used through-
out his career, on projects such as 
The Oblique Strategies, which he 
released in 1974 with artist Peter 
Schmidt. The Oblique Strategies 
comprises a simple deck of cards, 
each one displaying a written direc-
tive for solving an artistic logjam 
that a user pulls at random and 
then tries to implement.

Eno’s own contribution to the 
book is a chapter containing the 
transcript of a three-part talk he 
gave in London in 1992. Broken 
into movements titled “Perfume,” 
“Defense,” and “David Bowie’s 
Wedding,” the transcript examines 
in microcosm the wide-ranging 
thought processes that fuel Eno’s 
creativity. The book’s final chapter 

T O N E  S T Y L E

By Chris Petrauskas

transcribes a 2012 conversation 
with Will Wright about where Eno’s 
experimentation with generative 
systems for music and visuals is 
headed. The chapter is fittingly il-
lustrated with imagery from the 
2009 installation of the software-
generated work 77 Million Paint-
ings, which was projected onto the 
iconic roof “shells” of the Sydney 
Opera House.

On the topic of imagery, much 
of the photography in the book ap-
pears here for the first time in print. 
The images offer insight into Eno’s 
developmental exercises, with 
historical snapshots, installation 
photography, and pages from his 
lifelong photo journal.

Brian Eno: Visual Music is an 
extremely inspirational work. It 
allows fans who know Eno only 
from his music to see a new side 
of his creative genius, but it also 
gives Eno devotees reams of un-
published material, including a link 
to download a 20-minute MP3 of 
the previously unreleased audi-
tory composition CAM (Canada, 
Amsterdam, Milan). For any reader, 
the book provides an in-depth view 
into the creative life of one of our 
great contemporary artists. l

Available at Amazon.com. 

http://www.amazon.com/Brian-Eno-Visual-Christopher-Scoates/dp/1452108498
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Jazz & blues

Tom rainey
Obbligato
Intakt, CD

In the best of circumstances, jazz is a 

music where simultaneous contribu-

tions by a knowing squad drive the ac-

tion towards a destination. The finale 

may be a grand crescendo, an offhand 

phrase, a rhythmic insinuation, or some 

seismic tempo shift. At times, the mu-

sic can feel like a puzzle whose main 

attraction is the taunting riddle at its 

center.

Tom Rainey, surely one of improvi-

sation’s most engaging percussionists, 

likes the idea of music as mystery. A 

player dedicated to dodging clichés, he 

feels his way through situations, betting 

the farm on the fact his band mates 

will refine the group coordination as the 

action unfolds. Obbligato, high on the 

list of 2014’s most fetching jazz albums 

thus far, centers on this process.

The drummer has deep skills at 

freely improvised music, but here, he’s 

assigned his group a series of stan-

dards to realign. “Long Ago And Far 

Away,” “You Don’t Know What Love Is,” 

“Just In Time”—the melodies warm a lis-

tener’s ear to the familiar while his team 

recalibrates the songs’ structural DNA. 

Gone is the head-solo-head dynamic.

natural weaving its way through 
these pieces. Trumpeter Ralph 
Alessi, saxophonist Ingrid Lau-
brock, pianist Kris Davis, and 
bassist Drew Gress use their famil-
iarity with each other to bump up 
the eloquence quotient. As each 
makes lyrical comments in “If I 
Should Lose You,” they parlay their 
individuality into a true ensemble 
statement. It’s literally refreshing. 
Ralph Rainger’s 1936 film ditty, a 
staple of jazz bands for decades, 
now sounds enigmatic rather than 
obvious.

What the band doesn’t dodge 
is swing. Time and again there’s 

In its place is a nod to polyphony 
that has toeholds in both Louis 
Armstrong’s Hot Five sides and the 
Art Ensemble’s collective rambles. 
These nine themes are sliced and 
diced, then put back together in 
a way that should tickle kaleido-
scope fiends. A love song’s tra-
ditional mood may be upended, 
soaked with wry humor rather 
than romance. Often, declara-
tion is ditched for a more cagey 
approach, one that gives each 
member of the quintet member a 
chance to wax equally expressive. 

Comprised of a cohort Rainey’s 
run with for a while, the band feels 

plenty of rhythmic liftoff at play. On 
“Secret Love,” it’s in the form of a 
sideways rumba. On the two spins 
through “Just In Time,” it’s overt. 
This isn’t a record about injecting 
old-fashioned nuggets with dis-
sonance. It’s about peeling back 
the top skin of such pieces and 
revealing a series of possible archi-
tectures. 

The familiarity is actually a key 
attraction, and Rainey banks on 
it. By the time the quintet is done 
with “Prelude To A Kiss,” Duke’s 
age-old beauty has received a bit 
of scrutiny, but it’s also been genu-
flected to as well.  —Jim Macnie
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Even though Sharp plays mostly 
stringed instruments throughout 
Worlds, the strongest tracks em-
phasize intertwined drum patterns. 
That percussive stress works best 
on pieces that reflect African and 
African-American traditions. Opener 
“Sherehe” is upbeat and immediately 
infectious, via a horn section that mix-
es R&B precision with hints of Nigeri-
an highlife. On “Nu Africa,” Gayelynne 
McKinney’s assertive drumming gets 
answered with a sharp counterpunch 
of staccato saxophone and trumpet 
bursts. That horn section consists 
of trumpeter Walter White and Chris 
Kaercher. The latter plays tenor, alto, 
and baritone saxophones, and co-
composed the piece along with about 
half the other tracks. 

Sharp’s pieces that draw from 
Bollywood and Asian traditions of-
fer mixed results. His combinations 
sound lively on “Mystery Blues,” 
which the bandleader describes as 
influenced by Charles Mingus and 
Nusrat Fateh Ali Khan. The tune is 
worthy of the men that inspired it, 
with co-composer Parthiv Gohil’s 
fast vocal syllables set against Gary 
Schunk’s deep bluesy piano lines. On 
“Kalinjar,” Sharp’s electric and upright 
bass lines seamlessly glide into Indro 
Roy Chowdhury’s sitar. But Kaercher 
becomes an unwelcome distraction 
from Jonita Gandhi’s lovely vocals on 
“Eastern Flame.” Eenor’s processed 
guitar also adds little besides vague 
enhancement to “Rain Raga.”

Worlds concludes with three dif-
ferent versions of “Nu Africa,” listed 
as “bonus tracks.” These radio edits 
aren’t an essential conclusion, but, 
like much of the disc, they’re fun to 
have around. —Aaron Cohen

M U S I C

Dave Sharp’s Secret 7
Worlds
Vortex Jazz Recordings, CD

assist/guitarist Dave Sharp was born in Detroit, and 
after a few years on the West Coast, he returned 
to his home state where he has lived for the past 
15 years. But the impression that comes across 
on his Secret 7 disc is that inspiration comes from 
anywhere.

Sharp has enlisted some heavy hitters from 
around the world to realize his vision, and mentions 
in the liner notes spending time in Dakar at the 
home of vocalist/songwriter/drummer Cheikh Lô, 
who performs on this disc. (No mean feat getting 
him on board, as Lô is one of the most prominent 
artists from Senegal.) The ensemble also includes 
Iranian and Indian musicians along with Eenor, 
who infuses his guitar manipulation with various 
ideas from global electronica. There’s no clearly 
identifiable point of origin here—and there doesn’t 
need to be. For the most part, Sharp’s own voice 
as a player and composer resounds among the 
panoply of influences.

b
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Tord Gustavsen  
Extended Circle 
ECM, CD

I
mprovisers that willfully tilt their music towards a meditative 

state are a ballsy bunch. One wrong move and focused 

introspection crumbles into the tedium of navel-gazing. Tord 

Gustavsen has been examining the landmarks around this thin 

line for years. Whether leading a trio or quartet, the Norwegian 

pianist makes it his business to dance in a spot that seeks a 

trance-like atmosphere. Sometimes it’s done with flourishes, 

sometimes all it takes is a mere note or two. In the large, and 

that includes most of his new ECM date (his sixth for the label), 

he’s found a way to give his ethereal approach enough tension 

to keep the action engaging.
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To some degree, this victory is a testament 
to lyricism. From the balm of the traditional 
hymn “Eg Veit I Himmerik Ei Borg” to the stark 
solo musings of “Silent Spaces,” the dreami-
ness celebrates the way a simple phrase can 
define itself with lilt. Inflection is paramount in 
Gustavsen’s foursome, a well-seasoned piano 
trio augmented by tenor saxophonist Tore 
Brunborg. Each member dedicates himself to 
enhancing the music’s buoyancy.

The group sound is well considered. Like 
a ballad-smitten version of Keith Jarrett’s 
famed European Quartet, this crew eschews 
abrupt changes. The music’s transitions—from 
hush to crescendo, from bass soliloquy to 
band surge—all naturally develop, making one 
measured step after another. That feeds the 
flow and helps support the leader’s celestial 

narrative. Occasionally, it also puts a certain 
demand on the audience. Time can move 
slowly in Gustavsen’s world; the “meditative 
state” phrase mentioned above is his, used to 
explain his artistic tack.

Brunborg’s keening on “Glow,” the rhythm 
section’s fluid contemplation on “The Prodigal 
Song”—each is an apt example of the way 
the pianist likes his music to have as much as 
mood as it does rhythm. Some believe that 
characteristic to be an ECM hallmark, but 
Gustavsen isn’t just another ambassador of 
ambiance. He’s genuinely found a way to have 
his whispers counted breath by breath. 
—Jim Macnie
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Brad Mehldau and Mark Guiliana
Mehliana: Taming The Dragon
Nonesuch, 2LP/CD or CD

b
                    rad Mehldau has never chosen an easy route.  
                      One of the most acclaimed and popular jazz  
                      pianists to emerge during the 1990s, he has  
                     refused to stick to the acoustic trio or solo  
                     formats that fill major concert halls and festival  
                      stages. He has collaborated with guitarist Pat  
                       Metheny, as well as opera star Renée Fleming,  
                      and recorded his own chamber music  
                    compositions. 

For the past few years, he’s also toured with drummer/
electronic music creator Mark Guiliana, who describes his 
own work on his Facebook page as “experimental beat 
music.” Mehldau also emphasizes his own electronic playing 
here, especially synthesizers and a Fender Rhodes. But while 
the pianist deserves credit for continuing to reinvent himself—
and, along the way, bringing his formidable technique to an 
audience a world away from the traditional jazz crowd—
Mehliana: Taming The Dragon is a letdown.

In some ways, this is not Mehldau’s first foray into 
what could fit under the prog-rock rubric. The pianist 
already covered, and transformed, Radiohead’s “Para-
noid Android” and “Exit Music: For A Film.” And while 
that British band never sounded far removed from Pink 
Floyd, here Mehldau displays more affinities with groups 
that sprang out of 1970s England, frequently using 
long-careening high notes that echo Keith Emerson. It’s 
also probably no coincidence that Guiliana’s press ma-
terial contains praise from Yes/King Crimson drummer 
Bill Bruford. While the era offers rich ground for explora-
tion, this duo could have taken that road much further 
and come up with the sort of interstellar voyage that 
might have rivaled Hawkwind. 

Without going that far afield, much of Guiliana’s 
effects come across as diversions. Mehldau’s lyrical 
single-note melodic lead lines are effective on “Lon-
don Gloaming” and “Sassyassed Sassafrass,” but the 
added electronics are more a distraction than an addi-
tion of interesting, or provocatively contrasting, harmo-
nies. Too many layers also reduce the emotional pull of 
“Elegy For Amelia E.” The piece, a remembrance of the 
groundbreaking pilot Amelia Earhart, would have been 
far more compelling with a direct focus on Mehldau’s 
stark Moog lines. 

The Earhart homage also includes a spoken-word 
recording that is presumably a discussion about tech-
nology from Earhart. Other spoken-word tracks in-
clude “Taming The Dragon,” in which Mehldau relates 
a dream about driving around Los Angeles that could 
have come from a David Lynch movie. The narrative of 
continues with “You Can’t Go Back Now.” Both pieces 
blend the dialogue with Mehldau’s brooding romanti-
cism on synthesizer, but quick shifts in tempo and sud-
den bombastic tone seem haphazard.

All these elements work on some tracks and, per-
haps, the disc serves as a template for how the duo 
can blend stretch out more in a live setting. Guiliana’s 
drums enhance “Sleeping Giant” with compelling off-
beat funk. And Mehldau’s technique emphasizes wel-
come subtlety over flash on “Hungry Ghost.” They also 
have a cool sense of humor on “Gainsbourg,” a varia-
tion on the French pop icon’s “Ford Mustang.” It does 
not improve on the original, but would certainly com-
mand movement in any club. —Aaron Cohen
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Pat Metheny Unity Group 
Kin 
Nonesuch, 2LP or CD

A
n engaged Pat Metheny fan ever since I 
heard the opening riff of “Bright Size Life” 
leap from the speakers in 1976, I’ve always 
raised an eyebrow towards the guitarist’s 
work with his Group, the ensemble that 
took a big chunk of his time in the 80s and 
90s. With the leader’s lines rounded out 
by gauzy keyboards, the music wears its 
heart on its sleeve, but is overly generous 
when it comes to sharing its sentimentality. 
Because Metheny’s a better guitarist 
than a composer, the Group’s book often 
seems too saccharine by half. And while 
impressive interplay takes place within the 
performances, the defining tone comes 
straight from Hallmark—the gooey parts 
swamping the gorgeous parts. 

http://www.rutherfordaudio.com
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Primare began in the mid 1980s by producing 
some of the audio industry’s most celebrated 
products with their famed 900 and 200 series. 
These products not only broke new ground in 
presenting music in a new clean manner, but 
also proved that audio components could be 
beautiful works of art. In the same beautiful works of art. In the same way that 
sound was presented with a new philosophical 
approach of “no sound,” the aesthetic also had 
to be absent of unnecessary clutter and noise; 
simplicity in circuit design combined with 
simplicity of aesthetic design.

Today Primare embarks on a new era of two-

channel playback with a full range of new
products. With continued belief in the  
importance of physical media, Primare has 
created three revolutionary new series of 
products each designed to take advantage of 
newer high-resolution music formats provided 
bby computer audio. While these may be the 
frontier, Primare has created a full range of 
new sources designed for the many different 
media from analogue to BluRay as well as 
products that focus on musicality and 
simplicity in high-performance multi-channel.

Primare - It’s the silence between the notes.

728 Third Street, Unit C
Mukilteo, WA 98275 USA

p: (425) 610-4532 / f: (425) 645-7985
www.vanaltd.com / sales@vanaltd.com
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Made with an entirely different lineup, 
Kin falls victim to several of the same 
traps. A notable fierceness churns within 
the swirl of lines by saxophonist Chris 
Potter, bassist Ben Williams, multi-instru-
mentalist Giulio Carmassi, and Metheny 
himself. Yet it’s blanketed by the gran-
deur that’s central to each song. Taken 
singularly, the anthemic sweep that gives 
most tracks their personality is enjoyable, 
if a bit obvious. But as the nine pieces 
unfold during the hour-plus program, the 
emotions repeat themselves and dilute 
the overall impact. 

The music—regardless of how fetch-
ing it may be moment to moment—turns 
mechanical and predictable. Majesty 
dissipates into pomp, and the orchestra-
tions wax grandiose. Tellingly, “Rise Up,” 
the album’s second track, has a “closing 
credits” finality to it. By its conclusion, it 
feels like the band has examined enough 
dynamic space to credibly call it a day.

Respites from such overblown intri-
cacies are welcome, but even a relatively 
demure ballad like “Adagia” reveals its 
heavy heart. And when it trickles into 
“Sign of the Season,” the cycle of osten-
tatiousness starts anew. The low-register 
guitar lines on the reflective “Born” are 
appealing enough, as is Potter’s tenor, 
which makes hay with the track’s nega-
tive space and gets a few moments to 
put the instrumentalist’s eloquence up 
front. 

Mostly, however, Kin extends the 
Group’s tradition of exacting elabora-
tion and maudlin expression that harks 
back to the aptly named “The Epic” 
from 1979’s American Garage. Metheny 
calls the new album an IMAX version 
of the Unity Group’s previous disc, and 
he’s right: everything is a bit too florid. If 
you’re on the hunt for music that’s equal 
parts stadium jazz and yacht rock, you’re 
in the right place. —Jim Macnie ©
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Johnny Winter
True To The Blues: The Johnny Winter Story
Sony/Legacy, 4CD box set

Michael Bloomfield
From His Head To His Heart To His Hands
Sony/Legacy, 3CD + DVD box set

A
t some time in the mid-60s, Michael Bloomfield met Johnny Winter at a 

blues club in Chicago. The two would have stood out there for a num-

ber of reasons: Bloomfield was a Jewish kid from the city’s privileged 

North Shore and Winter was a blonde albino from Texas. Both young 

men also played guitar with the energy and technique that earned 

them the respect of their heroes that would have been regulars at such 

clubs, especially Muddy Waters. A few years later, in 1968, Bloomfield 

helped give Winter a significant break: praising his prowess and bring-

ing him onstage at New York’s Fillmore East. Then, things turned out 

differently for both virtuosos.

CHECK OUT OUR NEW SITE BALANCED.COM

ALL YOU NEED TO DO IS LISTEN

http://www.balanced.com
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Bloomfield and Winter’s lives 
and work are celebrated on two 
new anthologies that highlight their 
individual approaches to a vener-
ated American art form. Ragtime, 
acoustic folk troubadour tunes, 
and jazz-inspired drones all fuel 
Bloomfield’s creativity. Winter set 
the stage for an arena-rock ver-
sion of the blues that emerged in 
the 1970s, and which carries on 
today. But while Winter still tours 
the world, Bloomfield—who died in 
1981 at the age of 37—is celebrat-
ed mostly among his contempo-
raries and hardcore fans.

So if From His Head To His 
Heart To His Hands merely re-
packaged Bloomfield’s best tracks 
along with a thoughtful essay, it 
would have been a welcome show 
of respect. But the set goes much 
further, as its three CDs contain 
11 revelatory previously unre-
leased performances. In addition, 
it includes a DVD of Bob Sarles’ 
candid documentary, Sweet Blues. 
This is also one of the especially 
rare compilations to count an 
equally respected musician, key-
boardist Alan Kooper, at the helm 
as producer. All of which makes 
this collection essential.

Three of the aforementioned 
newly unearthed performances 
stem from 1964 to introduce the 
set and show how, at a young age, 
Bloomfield already had a surefoot-
ed sense of blues history. These 
acoustic demos served as an 
audition for producer John Ham-
mond at Columbia Records and 
feature Bloomfield’s precise finger-
picking on “Hammond’s Rag.”  
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Although a deal never transpired, 
Bloomfield hardly sounded de-
spondent when he returned to 
Chicago and played lead in the 
Paul Butterfield Blues Band. His 
fast-tempo bent notes inspired 
bandmate and fellow guitarist El-
vin Bishop, but the latter wasn’t 
the only musician who noticed 
him. Bob Dylan recruited Bloom-
field and Kooper for Highway 61 
Revisited. The inclusion of the in-
strumental backing track for “Like 
A Rolling Stone” tells as much of 
a story as Dylan’s words.

While Bloomfield continued 
building his reputation through 
his stinging electric leads with 
Butterfield and, briefly, Electric 
Flag, his ongoing partnership with 
Kooper proves the most reward-
ing. Along with drawing out Paul 
Simon’s hit “59th Street Bridge 
Song,” their own “His Holy Modal 
Majesty” and “Her Holy Modal 
Highness” take cues from John 
Coltrane’s investigations of Indian 
music. About nine years later, 
Bloomfield sounds just as com-
pelling accompanying himself on 
acoustic guitar and singing the 
hilarious original blues “I’m Glad 
I’m Jewish.”

Afterward, the guitarist spo-
radically performed. But Bloom-
field joined Dylan onstage in San 
Francisco in November 1980. 
Previously unissued, their rollick-
ing performance of “The Groom’s 
Still Waiting At The Altar” serves 
as the set’s penultimate track.  
Michael Simmons’ liner notes  
describing their final meeting is  
a heartbreaker. (continued)
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The four-disc Winter collec-
tion, True To The Blues, does 
not present such an absorbing 
narrative and unveils only a few 
previously unearthed perfor-
mances. But it’s still good to 
have a summation of his work 
through the decades on dif-
ferent labels housed in one 
concise package. If Winter’s 
mid-60s singles were included, 
the compilation could have 
presented a fuller picture, akin 
to the 2013 Duane Allman 
Skydog retrospective. Yet, it’s 
understandable why any com-
piler would avoid such licens-
ing headaches. Selections here 
include tracks from Winter’s 
aptly named 1968 Progres-
sive Blues Experiment album, 
Woodstock gig, 70s collabora-
tions with Waters and James 
Cotton, and spirited 80s and 
90s recordings on such im-
prints as Alligator.

In some ways, the set’s 
title is a bit of a misnomer. No 
question that Winter has al-
ways been a lifelong student of 
the blues. But on some stand-
out tracks, he draws on R&B 
(the live 1976 cover of Bob & 
Earl’s “Harlem Shuffle”) and 
rock (notably, his partner Rick 
Derringer’s hit “Rock And Roll 
Hoochie Koo”). Still, Winter’s 
electric and acoustic blues 
playing not only conveys un-
stoppable energy, but underly-
ing finesse. As his recording 
career approaches the 50-year 
mark, this collection reminds 
that his steadfast integrity de-
serves a shout.  
—Aaron Cohen

M U S I C
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Not Your Typical  
Sat/Sub Combo

The Blumenstein Audio  
Orcas and Dungeness

By Jeff Dorgay
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Ihave a soft spot for single driver speak-
ers. While they don’t do everything right, 
the level of coherence and midrange 
purity exhibited by a great single driver 
speaker system is intoxicating. The Or-
cas from Blumenstein Audio, combined 
with their Dungeness subwoofer are even 
more so, because now this setup has 
some serious bass, so I guess it’s not re-
ally a single driver system.

No, they still don’t play AC/DC like 
my Focal Maestro Utopias, but the Or-
cas/Dungeness combo will only set you 
back about $900, and that’s pretty cool. 
Again, everything has its strengths and 
weaknesses. The $1,500/pair KEF LS-
50s are imaging masters, the $1,149/pair 
Vandersteen 1Cs (reviewed this issue) are 
incredibly musical all-rounders, and the 
Orcas are masters of tone – and isn’t that 
just fitting?

As with any great single driver 
speaker, the Orcas have an extremely 
wide dispersion characteristic, so they 
are not as position critical, from either 
speaker or listening chair placement, to 
get a full-bodied sound with a big sound-
stage. And thanks to the combination of 
a wooden port and strategically braced 
cabinet with no sound deadening mate-
rial, the Orcas don’t waste mechanical 
energy converting the signal to music.

Though a fairly young guy, designer 
Clark Blumenstein brings serious chops 
to the table. Formerly working with Cain 
and Cain loudspeakers, he has also 
spent time in Japan, apprenticing with 
Hal Teramoto, master driver maker at 
Feastrex in the summer of 2008. One  
listen to the Orcas and you know he’s  
absorbed a lot from this experience.  
(continued)

ToneSalons
Announcing the first ToneSalon! Join us in lovely Honolulu, Hawaii 

at HiFi Hawaii for drinks, conversation and of course, music!

We will be celebrating HiFi Hawaii’s choice as the world’s first 
Fine Sounds Experience Center and the store’s total remodel. 

Owner Shane Drew and TONEAudio PublisherJeff Dorgay 
look forward to meeting you for a very special evening.

Claim your space on the couch. 
HiFi Hawaii  
June 7,2014

Please RSVP to:
jeff@tonepublications.com
or 
hifihi@me.com
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Not just for the desktop

While these speakers are absolutely sublime as the 
anchors to a spellbinding desktop system, they can fill 
a decently sized room with sound, as Clark and Molly 
Blumenstein found out when they delivered the Orcas 
right after the Consumer Electronics Show early this 
January.

As they have an 89dB sensitivity rating, and pos-
sessing no crossover, you might be thinking “perfect 
candidates for a great SET amplifier.” And you might 
be right. We’ve had great results with our 845 mono-
blocks, and even though they are not SET, the 20wpc 
push-pull 300B amplifier from Nagra.

No one was more surprised than yours truly, when 
we heard a major difference going from the 20 watt 
tube amplifiers to the enormous Pass Xs300 mono-
blocks. Yes, we were crazy, hooking up an $84,000 
pair of solid state monoblocks to the diminutive Orcas, 
barely bigger than the power meters on the Xs300s, 
yet it worked. Not only did the soundstage explode in 
all three directions, these little speakers distinctively 
revealed the differences in amplification handily. Pretty 
damn impressive for a $500 pair of speakers.

Yet as cool as the Orcas are, they still sound a 
little, well, small without the matching subwoofer.  And 
for the extra $400, it is a must-purchase, taking these 
speakers from intriguing to serious.  Its six-inch driver 
in a small ported cabinet is small but very mighty, 
reminiscent of the powered woofer that Spica used to 
make. Featuring adjustments for crossover frequency 
and output level, the Dungeness can be connected via 
line level outputs or directly to the speaker outputs, in 
a similar manner to REL subwoofers. We used speaker 
level for two reasons – it was easy and with many 
people using these speakers in a modest system, and 
possibly not having access to an extra pair of variable 
outputs, this will most likely be the more common way 
these speakers will be used. Five minutes’ worth of 
tweaking and the sub/sat balance was set perfectly.  
Bottom line – these are incredibly easy speakers to set 
up, another bonus. (continued)
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In the main listening room, 
alongside the mighty Focals, these 
little wonders proved intriguing, fill-
ing the room with aplomb. Record-
ings more towards the sparse side 
really make these speakers come 
alive. Paul Weller’s self-titled album 
proved particularly groovy. With no 
crossover to introduce distortion or 
time/phase errors, the vocal purity 
is tough to beat. And while these 
small speakers can only move so 
much air, at modest volumes they 
are eerily realistic.

Moving the Orcas out of my 
16 x 25 foot main listening room 
into the 10 x 13 foot room in my 
house is much better. Putting the 
sub close to the corner of the room 
for maximum bass reinforcement 
and bringing the speakers about 
four feet out in the room (much 
like I would with a pair of Rogers 
LS3/5As) provides as nearly an 
immersive experience as listening 
on the desktop. These speakers 
are absolutely wonderful in a small 
room.

However, the desktop is 
pretty cool

With the Orcas on the desktop be-
tween a computer monitor and the 
Dungeness tucked well under the 
desk, out of sight, it’s easy to forget 
that there is even a sub in the sys-
tem, it integrates so well. Listening 
to these little speakers extremely 
near field, the soundstage is en-
capsulating – sorry, headphones 
just don’t do this. (continued)OPPO Digital, Inc. | (650) 961-1118 | www.oppodigital.com | Mountain View, CA

facebook.com/oppodigital @oppodigital

Award-Winning Universal Players 
Built for Sound Quality

Stereophile

“Class A”

Recommended 

Component

DSD Playback Made Easy!

1. Purchase and download DSD music � les to a USB drive.
2. Plug the USB drive into the OPPO BDP-105/105D and play.

If these two steps seem easy enough, the free OPPO MediaControl app 
makes enjoying high resolution audio even easier. It provides complete 
control over your OPPO Blu-ray player. Browse music � les on hard disk 
drives attached to the OPPO player and control playback without the 
need to turn on your TV. Now available for iPhone®, iPad®, Android™ and 
Amazon Kindle Fire. Find it in your favorite app store.

http://www.oppodigital.com
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Playing to their strengths, I run 
through a medley of vocal-heavy 
tracks. CSN’s “Helplessly Hoping” 
is magnificent, with all three vocal-
ists clearly delineated, floating in 
front of my head – totally trippy. 
Crowded House’s “Whispers and 
Moans” is equally lush, with the 
speakers disappearing in a three-
dimensional presentation that is 
totally stealthy.

Though large scale rock is 
not the Orcas’ true strength, they 
handle AC/DC well at modest vol-
ume, close up. “For Those About 
to Rock” comes through loud and 
clear, with good distinction be-
tween Angus Young on lead guitar 
and brother Malcolm on rhythm 
guitar, providing the necessary bite 
and texture. Lee Ving’s “Wife Is 
Calling” has the necessary grit, but 

pushing this too far reveals the limi-
tations of these diminutive speak-
ers – the point is reached where 
the soundstage just collapses and 
becomes one-dimensional. Back 
off just a tad from this point and it’s 
all good.  

A great combination

While there are a number of choic-
es in this price range, this combi-
nation from Blumenstein Audio is 
fantastic, doing so many things in-
credibly well.  If you’re looking for a 
small speaker system that not only 
plays way bigger than its size sug-
gests, but one that truly captures 
the tonal richness locked away in 
your favorite recordings, you need 
to give these a listen. And if you’re 
a tube/SET listener, all the better. l

www.blumensteinaudio.com
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Red Wine Audio

Hand-built in the USA,
& customized for you!Tube richness Battery powered

57 Watts RMS per Channel.
Running Completely Off-the-Grid.

http://www.redwineaudio.com
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                esigned by the man who was 

the founding force of Sonus faber, and 

bearing his name, the Accordo, which is the 

smaller of the two pairs of speakers offered 

by the new Italian company Laboratorium.  

Incidentally, said company is owned by 

Serblin’s son in law, Massimiliano Favela.

Combining the super stylish 

asymmetrical shape with a pair of polished 

stands, the Accordos deliver the goods with 

a 6-inch woofer and a 1-inch soft dome 

tweeter, producing a sound as luxurious 

as they are aesthetically pleasing.  How 

gorgeous you say? Tune in to issue 63 for 

the results, but let’s just say for now that we 

are terribly smitten.

Franco Serblin 
Accordo Speakers
$12,000/pair    www.axissaudio.com

D

“...one of those rare occasions when a product has changed not 

just my expectations but what I thought was possible.” 

– Dennis Davis, The Audio Beat

Dual Mono-Filament      HOLO:PLUG® Technology    Made in the USA

Reference Redefined.VALHALLA 2

www.nordost.com                              1 800 836 2750                                 Made in USA

http://www.axissaudio.com
http://www.nordost.com
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Emerge From the DarknessW a d i a D i g i t a l

a FineSOUNDS company

3900 Annapolis Lane North . Plymouth . MN 55447-5447 . 763.577.0593 . www.wadia.com

DIGITAL (r)EVOLUTION...again from Wadia

Conrad-Johnson MF-2550 
Power Amplifier
$7,895    www.conradjohnson.com

                      fter the disappearance of the legendary Premier 
350, CJ has been without a big solid state amplifier in their 
product lineup featuring the big, gold front panel that has been 
their trademark since the companies inception.

With 250 watts per channel on tap, initial listening proves 
that this understated beauty has no problem driving even the 
most power hungry speakers. And as principal Lew Johnson 
says, “this remarkable amp even does a few things the Premier 
350 didn’t.” Stay tuned for our full review.

A

http://www.conradjohnson.com
http://www.wadia.com
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                            ant a great way to get into analog on a tight  
                           budget? Look no further than the V-90 LPS. The  
                          other components we’ve reviewed in this range  
                         have offered superlative performance for the  
                        pittance asked and the V-90 LPS holds true to  
                       the design brief.

The V-90 LPS can grow with the budding vinyl enthusiast, offer-
ing MM and MC operation, the latter fixed at 100 ohm impedance.  
Incidentally, the V-90 LPS is brilliant with our favorite budget MC 
cartridge, the Denon DL-103R. Together the pair combined with the 
turntable of your choice (A Rega RP-3 or VPI Traveler will do nicely) 
make for a formidable analog front end indeed. Review in process.

Musical Fidelity V-90  
LPS Phonostage
$229    www.musicalfidelity.com

W

Oh … I Wasn’t 
Supposed To 
Eat Them For 

Lunch?

How to “train” your DragonFly

DragonFly v1.2    $149

•  Headphones and Earbuds
•   Desktop Powered Speakers
•   AV Receiver, Preamp or Power Amp

Replaces your computer’s existing audio output, 
feeding much more beautiful sound to your:

AV Receiver, Preamp or Power Amp

Replaces your computer’s existing audio output, 
feeding much more beautiful sound to your:

USB DAC + Preamp + Headphone Amp

“The new version of the DragonFly costs 
a third less than the original model, yet 
it sounds even better. It seems, for now, 
that there’s no competing with that 
combination.”

– WHAT HI«FI?, Test Verdict, April 2014

“The new DragonFly is one smooth 
customer. AudioQuest has managed 
to swat their own product off our 
Greatest Bits list by delivering a more 
natural and all around simply better-
sounding DAC.”
– AudioStream.com, Michael Lavorgna, Nov. 2013

“Lo and behold, the progeny of the 
original DragonFly has arrived; version 
1.2 sounds better than ever, and costs 
far less. I like it, and so will the millions 
of laptop users who will bene� t from 
using the DragonFly v1.2.”
– The Absolute Sound, Spencer Holbert, Mar. 2014

ANGELYOSEMITEBIG SURGOLDEN 
GATE

VICTORIASYDNEYEVERGREENTOWER

http://www.musicalfidelity.com
http://www.audioquest.com
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AURALiC MERAk MOnOBLOCk AMPLiFiERS

Class-D Magicians
By Rob Johnson

                             hina’s AURALiC, a relative newcomer to the hi-fi industry,  

                             has stepped into this crowded scene with some quality  

                             products, and the company sets a high bar for itself with  

                             each new release. Seeing AURALiC’s new MERAK  

                             monoblocks (priced at $5,000 per pair) freshly out of their  

                             packaging is a bit like seeing a great tuxedo-wearing  

                             magician backstage before a much-anticipated performance.  

It’s easy to admire the polished outward appearance, but as anticipation begin to 

grow, it becomes clear that something interesting will happen when the curtain 

rises, leaving one to wonder if the performance will live up to expectations.
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By sharp contrast, moving my 
Mark Levinson 335 stereo amp 
(which should have come with a 
coupon for a hernia operation) re-
quires a friend, or a couple post-
move aspirin. The MERAKs, which 
weigh 18.7 pound apiece, are ex-
tremely easy to carry by compari-
son. In fact, I’m able to carry one 
amp under each arm and still have a 
spring in my step.

Sleight of Hand

Connecting the amps is as simple 
as expected. I must give AURALiC 
kudos for including Cardas CE bind-
ing posts with the amps. Clamping 
a single knob down onto a tough 
plastic bracket holds my speaker ca-
ble’s spade terminations against the 
posts. And it’s so easy to get a good 
finger hold on the knob that I don’t 
need a post wrench (or a kung-fu 
grip) to get a tight cable connection. 
I should note that this knob-bracket 
combo does not accommodate ba-
nana cable terminations.

The MERAK s offer only bal-
anced XLR inputs, and so given my 
single-ended preamp, I choose to 
enlist the help of some adapters. 
After contacting AURALiC to see if 
they have any specific recommenda-
tions for or against that approach, 
I get the thumbs-up for adapters, 
which do the trick. After testing them 
with my Levinson to ensue they 
don’t color or cloud the sound to 
any significant degree, the adaptors 
are easy enough to drop in place. 
Once flicking the rear switch to acti-
vate the amp, pressing a small but-
ton on the front puts them in and out 
of standby mode, which a small LED 
indicates. (continued)
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Smoke and Mirrors?

In every way, these amps of-
fer substantial build quality and 
beautiful fit and finish. The sleek, 
brushed metal exteriors of my 
test pair sport a matte-silver fin-
ish—but the modest exterior does 
not reveal what’s hidden beneath 
the handkerchief. These mono 
monsters offer 400 watts of juice 
into 4 ohms and half of that into 
8 ohms. According to AURALiC, 
the MERAKS’ capacitors hold 
enough energy to deliver 16 amps 
of peak current and 900 watts of 
power. By comparison, my ref-
erence amp—a Mark Levinson 
335 stereo amp—pushes 500 
watts into 4 ohms. From a power 
perspective, I never feel that my 
power-hungry Piega P10 speak-
ers are limited with the Meraks in 
the chain. 

Not a full Class D design, AU-
RALiC refers to the MERAK as a 
hybrid design using Class-A sig-
nal amplification, switching output 
stage and linear power supply, 
sounding surprisingly like another 
very exciting amplifier that graced 
our cover a couple of years ago. 
In daily use, these monos never 
get hot, even when they are pow-
ered up for a couple weeks con-
tinuously. In addition to the stellar 
energy efficiency of the MERAKs, 
their design allows the user to 
stack them in an audio shelf with-
out worry of overheating. Each 
amp measures 11 inches wide, 
11 inches deep, and 2.75 inches 
high, so even in a two-tier con-
figuration the amps’ physical foot-
print remains modest.

R E V I E W S
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Firing up the MERAKs with-
out source material playing, I’m 
amazed by their silence. If it 
weren’t for the LED indicator, I’d 
wonder if they were powered up 
at all. With the rest of my audio 
chain shut down, only the ribbon 
tweeter of my Piegas can reveal 
any audible hiss—and only when 
I put my ear against it. I leave the 
amps on for two weeks straight 
for both burn-in and stress test-
ing and I never experience any-
thing from my listening position 
except great music. That’s a dis-
appearing act indeed!

rabbit from a Hat

Switching designs inherently 
bring a lot of positive merits. 
First, their power-to-weight ratio 
offers very good value for the 
dollar. They also sip energy (rath-
er than gulping it), which makes 
them the more environmentally 
friendly option. These amplifiers 
have come a long way in the last 
few years, but I generally find 
them lacking some of the subtle 
detail, frequency extension, and 
sonic emotion I’m accustomed 
to with class-A or AB designs. 
But contrary to my assumed im-

pressions, the MERAKs provide 
some very welcome surprises 
that challenge my past views in 
meaningful ways. 

During my first listening ses-
sion, covering about 20 tracks 
of various music types, several 
characteristics stand out imme-
diately. The MERAKs do not ro-
manticize the sound, nor do they 
leave it overly stark and cold. 
They strike the right balance. 
They also do a very nice job of 
creating the ambience and rever-
beration around the musicians.

Also impressive is the sound-

stage they throw, which is both 
wide and tall. There are no 
perceived boundaries and the 
sound extends well beyond the 
speakers. Additionally, they do a 
very good job of layering instru-
ments in depth. Music reveals 
itself both in front of and behind 
the plane of the speakers. Vocals 
stand out front and the other 
instruments fall into their proper 
alignment behind the vocalist. 
This characteristic is one of the 
MERAKs strengths and it’s very 
engaging with all types of music. 
Few tracks illustrate this better 

than Portishead’s Roseland NYC 
Live on vinyl. When delivering 
the track “Roads,” the MERAKs 
pull Beth Gibbons’ voice out 
front such that the illusion of the 
singer extends into the room and 
creates an appropriately upfront 
but unaggressive presentation. 
There’s no stridency, and vo-
cals retain the engagement they 
should command. The MER-
AKs also place the sound of the 
crowd clapping along well into 
the background. 

Enya’s album Watermark 
does present two noticeable 

downsides that my Levinson does 
not. First, with all the juice that the 
MERAKs bring, they most definite-
ly take control of the speakers and 
maintain a tight command, which 
results in the bass losing a bit of 
low-frequency punch and defini-
tion and the highs losing a bit of 
sparkle. Secondly (and more sub-
jectively), there’s a reduction in the 
underlying emotion of the song. 

It’s hard to put a finger on this 
at first, but after listening to several 
tracks on various albums—both 
digital and vinyl—I notice a con-
sistent signature to the MERAKs. 
There’s a slight veil, which results 
in the reduction of the nuanced 
detail and delicacy that gives in-
creased realism to good record-
ings. Of course, this quibble is in 
comparison to an amplifier priced 
around $8,000, yet the Meraks run 
for only $5,000 a pair. At that price 
difference, I’d expect the Levin-
son’s performance to exceed the 
MERAKs’ by a significant margin. 

Abracadabra!

Delivering the disco-y tunes Daft 
Punk’s Random Access Memo-
ries, proves to be a joy, with a very 
nice integration of instrumentation, 
and the perceived pacing of the 
music brings a captivating energy 
to the recording. A remastered 
Royal Edition recording of Mozart’s 
symphony No. 36 performed by 
Leonard Bernstein and the New 
York Philharmonic also illustrates 
the MERAKs’ prowess with wide 
dynamic swings. (continued)
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Pink Martini’s “Omide Zende-
gani,” and other tracks from Get 
Happy, similarly reveals an ability 
to pristinely render more intimate 
songs with a small combination of 
vocals and instruments. But, where 
necessary, the amps are also able 
to decipher a complex array of in-
struments across the soundstage.

Take a Bow

As with a great magician, it’s hard 
not to be impressed with MERAKs’ 
capabilities and finesse. Of the 
class-D designs I have experienced 
so far, these top my list sonically 
– I’m sure the hybrid design con-
tributes to this sense of ease in a 
big way. Compared to my favorite 
class-A and class-AB amps, the 
MERAKs have only a few trad-
eoffs, as noted above. At the same 
time, there is a lot to love—and 
kudos again to AURALiC for taking 
switching amplifier design further 
toward an elusive sonic pinnacle 
than my past experiences. Even 
when mated with very revealing 
and power-hungry speakers, the 
MERAKs never take the sound into 
the realm of stridency, and consid-
ering their other merits, it’s easy to 
settle in for a long listening session 
of great music.

While $5,000 is a significant 
financial commitment for most 
people, what you get with these 
amps represents great value in 
terms of watt-per-dollar ratio. There 
are many good amps in this price 
range, so the MERAKs face some 
stiff competition—but with oodles 
of power and very good sonics, 
these amps are certainly worth 
your consideration. 

R E V I E W S

For the discerning music aficionado.

The V40 SE is a push-pull pentode integrated amplifier delivering 2 x 40W output 
power. OCTAVE has combined the sonic purity of the classic tube design for all sound-
relevant circuit parts with modern semiconductors for tube circuit periphery, including 
innovative power management and electronic monitoring protection systems such as 
the energy-saving Ecomode. 
The ease of operation via its exacting yet simple fixed bias control and comprehensive 
electronic safeguards, along with its state-of-the-art performance affords absolute 
refinement, enduring value and unmatched reliability. Further audible improvement and 
an upgrade path are offered via the optional OCTAVE Black Box power supply 
capacitance module.

Exhibited in a range of models that redefine the expectations of tube amplifier per-
formance, OCTAVE’s timeless contemporary design and harmonious sound quality 
epitomizes the understated elegance of a true modern classic.

Modern Classic: V40 SE

OCTAVE is distributed in the 

United States & Canada by 

Dynaudio North America. 

Phone: 630.238.4200  

E-mail: info@dynaudiousa.com

Octave Audio, Industriestrasse 13, 76307 Karlsbad, Germany, Phone: +49 72 48 32 78 
hofmann@octave.de, www.octave.de

� 2 x 40W RMS Output Power   
  Ecomode
� Regulated Preamp-Out
� Home Theater Bypass
� Precision BIAS Control     
  Display
� Power Management 
  Protection 
� Soft-Start System
� Black Box Connector
� Multiple Tube Compatibility
� Stable to 2 ohms
� Loudspeaker Load

Developed & Manufactured 
in Germany

V 40 SE integrated amplifier
with optional KT 88 tubes

http://www.octave.de
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Additional Listening   by Jeff Dorgay

The folks at AURALiC are on a roll.  We’ve had the pleasure 
of listening to almost their full line now, and they all share an 
equal level of sonic excellence, build quality and elegant visual 
understatement. Best of all, the gear is reasonably priced, over 
delivering for the prices asked. This just might be the next big 
brand in world of hifi, no small achievement.

I concur with Rob on all of his observations, and feel that 
the MERAKs strike a fantastic balance of timbral and tonal ac-
curacy, major dynamic slam and a complete lack of fatigue. 
Putting them through their paces with the KEF Blades, the 
Focal Maestro Utopias and the Dynaudio Evidence Platinum 
speakers proved the $5,000 pair of AURALiC amplifiers were 
not out of place in a six figure system.

However, like every other switching amplifier I’ve had in the 
listening room, the MERAKs benefit from careful attention to 
what’s coming from the AC line. While they offer great sonics 
just plugged into the wall, a top notch power line conditioner 
will take them to an even further level of clarity. And, should 
you need a bit of warmth in the mix, you can always pair these 
amplifiers with your favorite vacuum tube preamplifier.

In short, the AURALiC MERAK amplifiers offer tremendous 
sound for a very reasonable price. We look forward to see 
what they will come up with next. Maybe a 250 watt per chan-
nel stereo amplifier in one box? Hmmm. l

MERAK monoblock 
amplifiers
MSRP: $5,000 /pair

MANUFACTUrer

AURALiC Ltd.

CONTACT 
www.auralic.com

PeriPHerAlS 

Speakers
Piega P10

Amplifier
Mark Levinson 335

Preamplifier
Coffman Labs G1-A

Digital Source
Audio Research CD3 MKII, 
Light Harmonic DaVinci DAC, 
HP 2.5 GHz Quad Core 
running Windows 7 and 
JRiver Media Center 19.0.32

Analog Source
Marantz TT-15 turntable with 
Clearaudio Virtuoso cartridge

Cables
Jena Labs Valkyrie and 
Symphony interconnects, 
Jena Labs Twin 15 speaker 
cables

Power
Running Springs Audio Haley 
power conditioner; Cardas 
Golden, Golden Reference/
Mongoose power chords

Accessories
Mapleshade SAMSON racks 
and shelves, ASC TubeTraps, 
Cathedral Sound room-
dampening panels, Coffman 
Labs equipment footers

When it’s time to go digital

MARANTZ NA-11S1
Reference DSD DAC

MYTEK Stereo 192 DSD DAC

MICROMEGA MyDAC

SONY HAP-Z1ES DSD Audio Player

NAD D1050 DAC

BENCHMARK DAC2 HGC

WADIA 121 DAC

800.449.8333  |  musicdirect.com

JUST ASK THE EXPERTS

http://www.auralic.com
http://www.musicdirect.com
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The Rogers PA-1A 
 Phono Preamplifier

R E V I E W S

Incredible!
By Jeff Dorgay
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immediately Great

The PA-1A has me pinned to the 
listening chair from the first track of 
MoFi’s recent remaster of Los Lo-
bos’ Kiko. Insert your favorite ad-
jective here, and maybe add very 
in front of it. In short, if you don’t 
need more than one MC phono 
input, your search ends here. It’s 
that good—and it’s only $7,400.

Having lived with the $65,000 
Indigo Qualia and the $55,000 Vi-
tus phonostages, I admit that you 
don’t need to spend anywhere 
near that much money to achieve 
analog nirvana. We’ve been 
through a pile of excellent phonos-

R E V I E W S

tages from Audio Research, Pass, 
Simaudio, Naim and Burmester, 
to name a few. As great as these 
all have been (and the Burmester, 
Pass and ARC all offer two inputs, 
a definite advantage for those with 
multiple tables or tonearms), the 
Rogers raises the game for what 
is possible without taking a sec-
ond mortgage on your house. 

To look at it another way, for 
the $60K that one of those top-
of-the-mountain phonostages will 
set you back, you can pick your 
favorite $30K turntable/tonearm 
combination, a great $10K car-
tridge and the Rogers for $7,400. 

R E V I E W S

L
ast year, we had a ton of fun listening to the 

Rogers EHF-200 MK2 integrated amplifier, 

which combines high-tech design, tubey 

goodness, and old-school American build 

quality. And it comes at a price commensurate 

with its components and performance.  

Roger Gibboni’s newest creation is a 

phonostage that takes his design ethos a step 

further. While it’s no small feat to produce 

a great amplifier, the minute signal that a 

phonostage has to work with is a challenge 

for any designer. And the Rogers PA-1A 

exceeds all of my expectations in terms of 

sound quality and the absence of noise.

That still leaves a lot of cash left 
over to add some great records 
to your collection.

Of course, $7,400 is not 
pocket change, but for some-
one taking a run at a state-of-
the-art analog front end, this is 
incredibly reasonable. It’s like 
getting a tricked-out Porsche 
GT3 for the price of a Boxster. 
I knew I was in for something 
good when discussing the Rog-
ers with Harry Weisfeld of VPI; 
we share a similar aural aesthet-
ic and Harry knows great ana-
log when he hears it. (continued) 
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Plus, we both have a similar 
amount of respect for the Lyra At-
las cartridge, which we both use 
as a reference transducer. Bottom 
line, when Harry is excited about 
something, my ears perk up.

I was not disappointed in the 
least when firing up the PA-1A for 
the first time. The review sample 
had been burned in for a while 
at the factory, so I did not notice 
much of a change in its sonic char-
acter during the review period.

Wow, Wow and More Wow

What puts the PA-1A in the world-
class neighborhood is the ease 
with which it paints the sonic 
landscape. Spinning the new MoFi 
45 RPM two-record set of the 
self-titled Rickie Lee Jones album 
is spectacular. While a certain 
amount of kudos go to MoFi for 
producing the quintessential copy 
of this classic, playback comes 
alive through the Rogers and in the 
space between the Dynaudio Evi-
dence Platinum speakers—them-
selves masters of pinpoint-imaging 
performance. This is the quality I 
noticed most with the Vitus and 
Qualia stages: the way they allow 
the music to swell and diminish 
with such seamless tonal grada-
tion, and the Rogers does the 
same. It’s analog at its finest.   

Moving up tempo to Laurie 
Anderson’s Big Science, I find the 
level of micro detail revealed to be 
amazing. The little percussion and 
synthesizer bits that are slightly ob-
scured via my Audio Research REF 
Phono 2 SE now float around the 
speakers, whereas they all lined 

up on one flat plane before. An-
derson’s voice has more body and 
her quirky vocal inflections are  
now more pronounced than be-
fore, while at the same time the 
main synthesizer line is firmly 
locked in place. Fans of pace, 
rhythm and timing will freak out  
at the massive picture painted.  

Again, the word ease 
just keeps popping into my 
consciousness. If you’ve ever 
had the chance to drive the 
Z06 and standard versions of 
Chevrolet’s Corvette, you know 
what I’m talking about. Both 
cars effortlessly cruise along at 
100 mph and lunge with nearly 
equal enthusiasm when you put 
the pedal down, but that extra 
horsepower offered by the Z06 
makes the experience of speed 
surreal, where the standard car  
is still working a bit to go from  
100 to 150 mph.

No matter how much great 
tribute bands try to cover Led 
Zeppelin, they just can’t recreate 
the nuance, sonic complexity, 
or the sheer texture with which 
Jimmy Page plays, even though 
the correct notes are often hit. 
This is the final piece of the 
analog puzzle that the Rogers 
unequivocally nails. The reverse 
tracks on the Beatles’ Magical 
Mystery Tour are sublime, almost 
dilating in the way they separate 
from the rest of the mix. The bell in 
“Penny Lane” is not only correct in 
terms of timbre, but the width and 
height information is so stunningly 
reproduced that it feels like there’s 
an actual fire truck in the room 
ringing its bell. (continued) 
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Three Flavors

The PA-A1 uses three tubes 
per channel, a 6GH8, a 12AX7 
and the final gain stage uses 
either a 12AX7 or 12AU7. 
Rogers supplies both so you 
can adjust the gain to your 
taste. With the 12AU7, the PA-
A1 has 58 dB of gain, which 
will be more than enough 
for MC cartridges having an 
output of around 0.5 mV. The 
12AX7 provides about 10 dB 
more gain, but it’s slightly 
noisier, so it is a tradeoff.  

Don’t hang too much 
on the ultimate gain figures, 
though; take total system 
gain into consideration before 
dismissing 58 dB as “not 
enough gain.” When using the 
Robert Koda K-10 preamplifier 
and the ARC REF 5 SE—
which both feature 6 dB gain 
via the single-ended inputs 
(the PA-1A is a single-ended 
design)—I find myself cranking 
the volume a bit higher than 
I would normally with the 
ARC REF Phono 2 SE, but 
both of these linestages have 
a very low noise floor. The 
Burmester and CJ linestages 
at my disposal have 18 and 
21 dB of gain, respectively, so 
the PA-1A’s 58 dB is enough 
even with low-output MC 
cartridges. (continued) 
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GP Acoustics (US) Inc., 10 Timber Lane, Marlboro NJ 07746 
Tel: (732) 683-2356

www.kef.com

With over 50 years of innovation and excellence in 
speaker engineering, KEF has created technology that 
delivers the best listening experience for people who 
are passionate about natural sound. KEF headphones 
make high fidelity sound a truly portable experience –  
the perfect balance of sonic clarity and stylish design.

Features KEF’s unique full-range 40mm driver with 
a high quality copper-clad aluminium wire (CCAW)
voice coil

KEF-M500-0513.indd   1 5/17/13   9:03 AM

intriguing in my system, offering a touch 
more top-end extension. The Clearau-
dio Goldfinger is a perfect partner for the 
12AV7, while I prefer the stock 12AU7 with 
the Lyra Atlas. The slightly forward Lyra 
Titan i pairs well with the 12AX7’s warmer 
sound, especially when swapped for a 
pair of NOS Telefunkens. Crazy good fun 
I say, but it is nice that analog aficionados 
can really fine-tune the sound exactly to 
their liking. Gibboni says you can prob-
ably expect that the tubes will last 5,000 to 
10,000 hours with this phonostage, so try 
and settle on something you like, and buy 
a second set! (continued)

However, there is a Goldilocks solu-
tion. That second tube can be substituted 
for the NOS 12AV7, which offers a bit more 
gain than the 12AU7 and a lower noise floor. 
“The 12AV7 is a great tube,” says Gibboni, 
“but I didn’t want to build a product around 
tubes that are not readily available. I can sell 
you a pair of 12AV7s for about $90 while my 
supply lasts.”  

All three variations sound good, so 
those leaning more towards the OCD side 
of the fence will probably be driven to mad-
ness trying to decide on the ultimate choice 
for that third tube. The 12AU7 proves excel-
lent as a daily driver, and the 12AV7 is very 
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Rogers PA-1A Phonostage
MSRP: $7,400

MANUFACTUrer
Rogers High Fidelity

CONTACT
www.rogershighfidelity.com

PeriPHerAlS

Turntables
AVID Acutus REF SP, 
TriPlanar arm; Thorens TD-124, 
SME 3009 arm; SME 10, 
SME V arm

Cartridges
Clearaudio Goldfinger, Lyra 
Atlas, Lyra Titan i, Lyra Kleos, 
Ortofon SPU, Ortofon 2M 
Black, Dynavector 17D3, 
Grado Statement 1

Preamplifiers
Burmester 011, ARC REF 5 
SE, Robert Koda K-10

Power Amplifier
Pass Labs Xs300 monoblocks

Speakers
Dynaudio Evidence Platinum

Power
IsoTek Super Titan

Good with MM too

While the PA-1A technically has one input, if you were 
using a second table with a moving-magnet cartridge, 
you could plug two tables into the PA-1A—which is ex-
actly what I do. Going vintage with the Thorens TD-124 
turntable, SME 3009 tonearm and Ortofon 2M Black 
provides an excellent alternative to my reference table.

Thanks to front-panel loading and capacitance ad-
justments, it’s a snap to dial your favorite MM cartridge 
to your liking. The heavier presentation of the vintage 
Thorens is a natural for the tubey goodness of the PA-
1A. Tracking through a number of the current Blue Note 
remasters from Music Matters Jazz is wonderful.

Though the Atlas provides a clearer picture, the Tho-
rens/Ortofon combination is warmer, with perhaps even 
a bit more jump on these jazz classics. Horns have a 
little more attack and cymbals linger a bit more and have 
more smokiness—not necessarily correct, but a ton of 

fun. It’s a great option to have, whether you decide to 
use that second table as a tone control, or just an option 
to save wear and tear on your megabucks cartridge.

Very enthusiastically Suggested

We’re keeping the PA-1A here as a permanent reference 
component to run through its paces even further. We’ll 
report back in a year, with a long-term follow-up once 
we’ve had time to do a little more tube rolling and try 
some additional cartridges. It should be a great journey.

As high-end audio continues to get higher priced, 
it is refreshing to find a company that is offering world-
class sonics and state-of-the-art build quality at a 
reasonable price. Every Rogers component is built by 
hand, lovingly packaged, and even includes a nice card 
from the person who built it. The Rogers PA-1A is a 
great reminder that quality manufacturing is not dead  
in America. l
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http://www.rogershighfidelity.com
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Hello, Old Friend
The Vandersteen 1Ci

R E V I E W S R E V I E W S

            istening to the Beatles’ “All You 
            Need is Love,” I’m thinking that 
            you also need a great hi-fi system. 
(And a cool car, but I digress.) Fortunately, 
a pair of Vandersteen 1Ci speakers and 
some decent electronics can be had for 
a reasonable cost, putting a great system 
in reach of just about anyone: $1,149 for 
a pair of full-range floorstanding speakers 
is a steal in today’s hi-fi world, where 
you could pay 10 times that for a pair of 
interconnects. 

Vandersteen’s higher-priced Model 
2 speaker is quite possibly high-end 
audio’s all-time most popular speaker, 
with almost 100,000 pairs sold. That’s a 
major achievement in the context of some 
of today’s speaker manufacturers, many 
of which haven’t even sold 1,000 pairs. 
And if the Model 2 isn’t the most popular, 
it certainly has the most longevity, having 
been produced since the late 1970s – now 
at 2CE Signature II status.

While the 2 has gotten much of the 
spotlight, I submit that the Model 1—now 
the 1Ci—is the way to roll for so many 

By Jeff Dorgay

reasons, the main one being its 90-dB 
sensitivity. Sure, the 2’s three-way design 
delivers deeper bass, but the simplicity of 
a two-way speaker has always been highly 
appealing to me. And that extra 3 dB of 
efficiency makes a much wider range 
of amplification choices possible. Unlike 
another great American speaker, the 
Magnepan, the Vandersteen 1Ci comes 
alive with 25 to 35 watts of clean power, 
making it the perfect choice for the music 
lover on a modest budget.

What the 1Ci offers perhaps better 
than any other speaker at its price point 
is balance. Everyone at TONEAudio is 
convinced of the brilliance of the KEF 
LS50, and while that speaker delivers 
more holographic imaging and ultimately 
more resolution than the 1Ci can muster, 
it lacks on the bottom-end, and requires a 
fairly powerful amplifier to deliver its best 
performance. For someone listening in a 
smaller room, or a closer field situation, 
the diminutive Brit speaker is still the one 
to beat on a tight budget, but if you have 
a larger room or prefer a fuller-spectrum 
frequency response, the 1Ci is the ticket.

L
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Best of all, the 1Ci is resolving enough to 
make it easy to discern amplifier differences, 
so if you fall in love with a pair early in your 
system’s history, they will probably be the 
last component you upgrade. I know more 
than one audiophile who has progressed 
from the Model 1 all the way up to Model 5, 
as well as a few using 1C’s with some fairly 
expensive electronics.

Cliché but True

If there was ever a speaker that fit the defini-
tion of “greater than the sum of its parts,” 
the Vandersteen 1Ci is it. Richard Vander-
steen has always believed in putting the 
money into high-quality drivers and cross-
over components rather than the cabinetry. 
Back in the late ’70s when Vandersteen hit 
the scene, his approach was revolutionary. 
Where so many of the major manufacturers 
were putting so much money into speaker 
cabinets, Vandersteen took a performance-
first approach with the Model 1 and 2, con-
centrating on the internals, with a first-order 
crossover, minimum front baffle, and time-
aligned design.

The results are stunning, and while other 
speakers have come in and out of fashion, 
Vandersteen audio keeps making solid, mu-
sically accurate speakers that don’t break 
the bank. The 1Ci features improvements to 
the dome tweeter and crossover network, 
along with eliminating the banana jacks on 
the rear panel, now using the same screw 
terminals as those featured on the Model 2. 
Interestingly, these terminals connect direct-
ly to the crossover network, eliminating the 
need to use premium wire—again, simplicity 
rules the day. While a tweeter contour (level) 
control is provided, the speakers perform 
best in the middle position in all three of my 
listening rooms. Should you need to slightly 
modify the tweeter output level, the control 
offers a 2-dB boost or cut, which is highly 
effective. (continued)
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The rake is the Key

To the company’s credit, Vander-
steen provides one of the best in-
struction manuals in the industry. 
It takes even a complete novice 
through the finer points of speaker 
setup. Starting with the “thirds” 
method that has always served me 
well with Vandersteens over the 
years, I have the 1Ci speakers sing-
ing in my 11-by-13-foot room in no 
time at all, with just a few fine ad-
justments.

Vandersteen speakers have oc-
casionally received a bad rap on 
various Internet forums for being 
“slow and dark” sounding. If this 
has been your experience with any 
Vandersteen speakers, it’s because 
they were improperly set up. Be-
cause of the speakers’ time align-
ment, getting the proper rake angle 
is critical. Every pair of MartinLogan 
speakers I’ve owned requires the 
same care. Get it right, and the 
speakers disappear in the room. Get 
it wrong and everything sounds a bit 
muffled—much like when you finally 
nail proper VTA with your phono 
cartridge.

Again, the manual gives you 
the perfect method to optimize 
this, and Vandersteen has done the 
work for you. Follow the guidelines 
in the manual, starting with its sug-
gestions, and then alter the rake 
ever so slightly to fine tune. (and I’m 
talking less than an inch here) Hav-
ing a friend help you will make the 
process go much quicker, and it is 
critical that you match the angle as 
closely as you can on each speaker. 
Five extra minutes spent here will re-
ward you with a larger stereo image 
and an airier, more extended treble.  

Richard Vandersteen is quick to 
point out that with some other speak-
ers, adjusting the rake angle will tame 
a hot tweeter, but it is critical with his 
speakers to follow the setup param-
eters as the listening height and dis-
tance from speaker to listener coalesce 
for flat frequency response, at the 
specified point.

How Do You Want to Play?

These speakers totally rock, providing 
a high level of musical involvement. Re-
gardless of the amplifier you choose, 
the 1Ci speakers throw a big and well-
defined soundstage into the listening 
room. Thanks to the speakers’ natural 
character, your choice of amplification 
will let you easily tailor the sound to your 
liking.  

I use four different amplification 
setups during of this review: A new 
old-stock Sansui 771 vintage solid-
state receiver ($299); the Rega Brio-R 
solid-state integrated amplifier ($995, 
our 2010 Product of the Year); a facto-
ry-refurbished Conrad-Johnson MV50 
vacuum tube power amplifier and 
matching PV-12 vacuum tube pream-
plifer (about $2,500 the pair); and the 
Devialet 110 DAC/streamer/integrated 
($6,400).

The 1Ci speakers not only work 
flawlessly with each combination, they 
also easily resolve the nuances be-
tween each amplification type. If you 
prefer things more on the warm and 
romantic side, the easy load that these 
speakers present is a perfect match 
for your favorite tube amplifier. Even my 
25-watt 845 SET monoblocks drive the 
Vandersteens with ease, offering an 
enveloping sound that, while the least 
accurate of anything else in my arse-
nal, proves highly seductive. (continued)
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Spinning some vintage 
and remastered Blue Note 
selections is pure heaven. 
Drums explode from the 1Ci 
speakers, with a soundstage 
that not only feels beyond the 
speaker boundaries, but also 
beyond the boundaries of my 
modest listening room. Listen-
ing to acoustic instruments 
and, of course, solo vocals 
through vacuum-tube elec-
tronics and the 1Ci speakers 
easily convinces non-audio-
phile and audiophile alike that 
these speakers are indeed 
something special.

With 110 watts per channel 
of hybrid power, the Devialet 
110 offers presentation that 
is 180-degrees different from 
those of the SET monoblocks. 
While the Devialet renders a 
more accurate presentation, 
the sheer grip of its Class-A/
Class-D hybrid design pro-
vides a major low-frequency 
extension and control that the 
vacuum tubes cannot. Mickey 
Hart’s “The Eliminators” is full 
and deep, with forceful bass 
notes that punch you in the 
stomach—and the 1Ci speak-
ers capture this wonderfully 
with the Devialet. Kraftwerk’s 
classic “Autobahn” also brings 
a big thumbs up from an in-
formal listening panel, who are 
all amazed what could be ac-
complished with such a mod-
estly priced yet well-executed 
speaker system.

No Wrong Moves

Stereophile once said about 
the Model 2 that “the only 
sins this speaker commits 
are ones of omission,” and 
20-plus years later, the same 
description applies to the 
1Ci. It offers a highly neutral 
tonal balance, wide dynamic 
range and a full frequency 
response—for $1,200 a 
pair! They nail the musical 
fundamentals better than 
some speakers I’ve heard that 
cost 20 times as much.

After living with the 1Ci 
speakers for a couple of 
months, I’m buying them—
they are a fantastic reference 
for what can be accomplished 
on a tight budget. And they’re 
great speakers to use as a 
building block when audition-
ing ancillary components in 
the $1,000-to-$3,000 range. 

We are very pleased to 
award the Vandersteen 1Ci 
one of our Exceptional Value 
Awards for 2014. These 
speakers are so enjoyable 
that, if your high-end journey 
stopped right here, you’d 
be a pretty happy human 
being. Even if you are a highly 
experienced audiophile and 
you haven’t heard these, you 
owe it to yourself to check 
them out. I guarantee you’ll be 
very surprised for the better. 
They redefine what is possible 
for a modest price. l

The Vandersteen 1Ci speaker
$1,149/pair

MANUFACTUrer
Vandersteen Audio, Inc.

CONTACT
www.vandersteen.com

PeriPHerAlS

Digital source  
Meridian MS200/AURALiC  
Vega DAC

Analog source  
AVID Ingenium TT, SME 309 arm, 
Lyra Delos cartridge

Phono stage  
ARC PH8

Amplification  
per article

Cable   
Cardas Clear
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SIM NEO  
380D DAC

R E V I E W S

imaudio is one of the elite companies in the 

high end audio industry today with over three 

decades of history. The Canadian company’s 

MOON brand products are among those 

that continually impress Tone reviewing staff. 

Simaudio’s MOON gear is hand-crafted in 

Quebec, Canada, and a recent factory tour by 

Tone made obvious the company’s obsessive 

attention to detail and the pride they take in 

every product that gets shipped. A ten year 

warranty on MOON components shows a level 

of confidence in their design and execution.

By Andre Marc

S
198 TONEA U D I O  NO.62 M a r c h  2 0 1 4  199

http://www.tonepublications.com/onsite/a-visit-to-simaudio/
http://www.tonepublications.com/onsite/a-visit-to-simaudio/


M a r c h  2 0 1 4  201200 TONEA U D I O  NO.62

System” that they say is responsible for 
producing a “virtually jitter-free digital signal 
below 1 picosecond for ultra-low distortion, 
and ensuring compatibility with virtually any 
connected digital device.”

There is an array of eight digital inputs 
including AES/EBU, USB, Coaxial, and Tos-
Link. The Neo 380D handles PCM signals 
up to 192 Khz. Interestingly there is also dig-
ital output and a digital monitor loop. There 
are separate digital and analog power sup-
plies. The design is fully balanced, and there 
is a pair of XLR and RCA outputs. Care is 
taken in regards to chassis resonance. The 
Neo 380D is available in silver, black, and 
two tone, by the way. A remote control is 
supplied to control virtually every function. 
The front panel display is large and easy to 

MOON is known for it’s powerhouse 
amplifiers, transparent preamplifiers, and 
their unique and rather stunning industrial 
design. They recently have been getting 
accolades for their cutting edge digital 
products, including disc players with digital 
inputs, DAC’s, and network streamers. In 
for review is the MOON Neo 380D Digital 
to Analog Convertor. The 380D is a unique 
product with a dizzying array of features and 
enough technology to make your head spin.

It would be impossible to cover all the 
techie notes about the Neo 380D, but we 
will try to summarize. First, the unit uses 
the ESS Technology SABRE32 Ultra DAC 
/ Digital Filter (ES9016) “working in 32-bit 
Hyperstream™”. Simaudio goes out of their 
way to stress their efforts to reduce jitter 
with what they call their “Dual Jitter Control 

R E V I E W S

read from the listening position, displaying 
input selection and sampling rate.

The review sample is supplied in black, 
which makes for a beautiful contrast with 
the silver function buttons and red LED 
readout on the front panel. There is much 
more. The Neo 380D came equipped “fully 
loaded” with the optional volume control, 
and the MIND (MOON Intelligent Network 
Device) module which allows for network 
streaming. The volume control is the same 
circuit found in the reference level Evolution 
Series, known as M-eVOL. The basic Neo 
380D retails for $4400, with volume control 
costing $600, and the streaming module 
adding $1200. The total cost of the review 
unit is $6200. The MIND module is also 
available as a stand alone purchase in it is 
own chassis. It should be noted the 380D 

is firmware upgradeable via the network. A 
firmware upgrade did take place during the 
review period, and it was seamless.

The Neo 380D is tested in my system first 
with fixed outputs into a passive controller, 
then for the majority of the review period, driv-
ing a power amplifier directly using the vari-
able outputs. To get things started Simaudio’s 
MiND iPad app is installed, with MiniMServer 
and Twonky server software running on my 
Mac Mini, where attached drives house the 
music library. Plugging in an Ethernet cable 
into unit and selecting the Network input 
gets you streamed music from a remote net-
worked computer or NAS in seconds. There 
is also WiFi capability as well, however the 
unit defaults to Ethernet on startup if a net-
work cable is attached. (continued)
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- Sam Tellig, Stereophile

Music  First Audio

“I’ve not heard a better preamp, and I’ve been looking for 30 years”

PassiveProgressive

- Alan Sircom - Hi-Fi+

“I started this review with the notion that digital can spell the end of the preamplifier. 
 The Music First Audio Baby Reference exposes this as abject nonsense”

- Andrew Harrison - Hi-Fi News

“the story of the passive pre-amplifier has just been re-written”

- Martin Colloms - Hi-Fi Critic

“Auditioning was a delight, fully vindicating the careful design work and the advanced 
 manufacturing techniques required to produce it”

- David Price - Hi-Fi World

“This is nothing less than a landmark product”

- Srajan Ebaen - 6 Moons
“...in the right circumstance, the Music First is the best preamp I’ve heard

Finest quality audio products, hand made in Great Britain
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From the first few albums streamed 
over the network, it is obvious the Neo 
380D is an exceptional digital source com-
ponent. Recordings are rendered with an 
ultra natural presentation with body and a 
sense of natural flow. The 380D seems to 
extract the maximum from great record-
ings but does not flatter less than stellar 
sounding albums. The 96 Khz, 24 bit re-
master of the Velvet Underground’s semi-
nal White Light/White Heat is raw, rough, 
and primitive in the best possible way. The 
380D lets you hear how well mastering 
engineer Kevin Reaves preserved what 
was on the original master tapes. You can 
practically see the tape spinning.

Another catalog getting proper remas-
tering is the Black Sabbath 1970’s output. 

The Neo 380D unleashed the mayhem 
found on such classic albums as Para-
noid, Sabbath Bloody Sabbath, and 
Vol. 4. The 96 Khz digital transfers are 
superb, and again the SIM creates more 
texture and immediacy than one would 
have thought possible on these thirty 
five year old recordings.

On more nuanced material, such 
as CD remaster of Miles Davis’ Seven 
Steps To Heaven, the 380D shines 
bright, presenting Davis’s horn, and 
the superb accompaniment from Ron 
Carter, Herbie Hancock, Tony Williams 
and others in a glorious light. The piano, 
bass, and drums fill the room with life 
like dimensionality one experiences 
rarely in a home system. (continued)
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On large scale orchestral 
pieces, like the amazing Te-
larc CD of Stravinksy’s Rite 
Of Spring, the 380D creates 
an enormous soundstage 
and plumbs the depths. For 
fetishists who enjoy hearing 
the “recording space”, it was 
there is spades, with Telarc’s 
minimalist, natural recording 
technique paying dividends.

As a stand alone with 
other digital sources, the 
Neo 380D is beyond re-
proach.  Connecting my 
Squeezebox Touch optically 
yields excellent results.  The 
380D also worked with the 
Squeezebox via USB (with 
Triode Applet installed).  A 
Jriver 19 loaded laptop also 
connected via USB sounds 
superb as well. To cover all 
bases,  I connected several 
disc transports via AES/
EBU and coax and the 380D 
shows that all of it’s digital 
inputs are of a very high 
standard.

The Neo 380’s volume 
control proves to be the ace 
in the hole. It is utterly trans-
parent to these ears with 
an excellent usable volume 
range and fine gradations 
in 1 dB steps. This option is 
highly recommended if the 
380D will be the only digital 
source in the system and 
you connect directly to a 
power amp, as is the case 
with our reference system.  
(continued) 

http://www.soundorg.com
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The optional MIND 
module and SIM app were 
flawless, never failing to 
connect to the network. 
Browsing the library is a 
pleasure, especially one 
with properly tagged and 
with an organized folder 
structure.

Perhaps the only 
place to nit pick is the 
smallish, cluttered layout 
on the supplied remote 
control unit. It would be 
nice to have the volume 
control buttons somewhat 
enlarged. Aside from this 
minor complaint the Neo 
380D integrated into the 
system without flaw, and 
provided endless hours of 
hassle free operation.

Simaudio has a real 
winner with the Neo 
380D, especially in the 
“fully loaded” edition, with 
streamer and volume con-
trol on board. As a stand 
alone DAC it easily attains 
reference status. The 
380D will remain a Tone 
staff reference for some 
time to come, and sets a 
benchmark at this price 
point. Highly, highly rec-
ommended.
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With so much excitement in the 
stratosphere of digital design, it’s 
easy to lose track of some of the 
more real world products that 
have benefited highly from recent 
technological advances. Some 
might squeal that $4,400 is still a 
ton of money for a DAC, but in the 
realm of my $110,000 dCS Vivaldi, 
it is not.  

Yes, there are a lot of great 
DACs in the $1,000 - $1,500 
range, and they are getting better 
all the time, but there still is noth-
ing we’ve heard for a grand that 
makes us want to forget about 
spinning records. Simaudios Neo 
380D, when placed in the con-
text of a nice $20,000 system is 
so well implemented that all but 
the most hard core analog en-
thusiast just might want to think 
twice about all the vinyl bother.  
If nothing else, when listening to 
well mastered files, you won’t be 
facing quiet desperation when you 
switch from analog to digital. This 
one, like the AURALiC Vega that 
we’ve recently reviewed, raise the 
bar for musical reproduction at 
this price. And they raise the bar 
pretty damn high.

Though I didn’t concentrate 
a ton on the MiND setup, I did 
stream a lot of files from my So-
oloos Control 15 and Aurender 
S10 servers, with fantastic results. 
While so much emphasis is put on 
the reproduction of high-resolution 
files (with good reason), what im-

Additional Listening       By Jeff Dorgay

pressed me the most about the 
380D is the stunning job it does 
with well recorded 16/44.1 files. 
Let’s face it, if you have a mas-
sive music collection, I’m guess-
ing that the majority of it is ripped 
at CD resolution. And while 
tip-top high res performance is 
important, 16/44.1 performance 
is paramount, and this Simaudio 
DAC does not disappoint. As a 
matter of fact, it delights.

One of the worst CDs I own 
has to be The Monkee’s Here 
and Now, The Best of the Mon-
kees. Yet, through the Neo 380D, 
“Daydream Believer” makes a 
believer out of me. Moving along 
to KISS Alive!, the same thing 
happens, I’m drawn into the mu-
sic and my Japanese pressing of 
this rock classic sounds pretty 
damn good.  While the worst files 
in my collection sound great, the 
great ones sound sublime, and 
that’s what really turns my crank 
about the Simaudio Neo 380D. 
Adding the MiND on board, just 
makes it so much easier to inte-
grate your digital files, not hav-
ing to add a digital cable, power 
cord, or take up more valuable 
shelf space.

This mix of sound, function 
and style, backed by a manufac-
turer known for high build quality 
means exceptional value, and 
we have awarded Sim thusly, 
with one of our 2014 Exceptional 
Value Awards. l

Simaudio Neo 380D 

MSRP $4400, $6200 as tested

MANUFACTUrer
Simaudio, Ltd.

CONTACT
www.simaudio.com

PeriPHerAlS

Amplifier  Audio Research VS55

Preamplifier Audio Research 
SP16L, CIAudio PLC-1 MkII

DAC/Streamer Marantz  
NA-11S1, Squeezebox Touch

Speakers Thiel CS2.4,  
KEF R700

Cables Stager Silver Solids, 
Darwin, Transparent, Acoustic 
Zen

Accessories Audience 
aDeptResponse ar6, Shakti 
Stone, Symposium Acoustics
Rollerblock Jr.



M a r c h  2 0 1 4  211210 TONEA U D I O  NO.62

R E V I E W

There’s No Place Like Home
Anthem MRX 510 A/V Receiver and Paradigm Monitor 7 
Home-Theater Speakers
By Rob Johnson

aradigm and Anthem both produce quality audio 

equipment at reasonable prices—Anthem on the 

component side and Paradigm on the speaker side. 

The two sister companies (to which MartinLogan is 

also a sister company) are based in Ontario, Canada, 

and their complementary product lines allow buyers to 

piece together a home-theater system with speakers 

and componentry that pair well together. 

P
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Paradigm’s Monitor speaker series 
are the company’s entry-level mod-
els, but they are far from “low end.” 
The 5.1-channel system in for review 
includes Monitor 9 floorstanding front 
speakers ($599 each), Monitor Sur-
round 3 ($399 each) and Center 3 
($599), and a Monitor SUB 10 sub-
woofer ($849). The floorstanders fea-
ture a 1-inch fluid-cooled tweeter, a 
5.5-inch midrange driver, and two 5.5-
inch woofers. They measure a modest 
40 inches tall, nearly 7 inches wide, 
and 10.5 inches deep, and they weigh 
42 pounds apiece. They are available 
with black or cherry finishes.

The Monitor Surround 3 and Cen-
ter 3 pair sonically and visually with 
the main speakers. On the Center 3, 
which weighs 28.5, a 6.5-inch woofer 
flanks either side of the stacked 
tweeter and 4.5-inch midrange. The 
surround speakers feature a bi-
directional driver configuration, with 
the drivers facing about 90 degrees 
apart for maximum sound dispersion. 
With one speaker in each rear corner 
of the room, sound envelops the lis-
tener. Finally, we have Paradigm’s SUB 
10 powered sub. Somehow, “point 
one” is not an adequate descriptor 
given the sonic heft of this unit, even 
though its physical dimensions are 
deceptively small: roughly 13 x 11 x 13 
inches, with a reasonable weight of 30 
pounds.

A Beautiful Friendship

Anthem’s MRX 510 receiver proves an 
ideal match for the Paradigms. While  
we don’t use its 7.1-channel capability, 
we certainly make full use of its 100 
watts per channel of power for the 
5.1-channel system. (continued)

http://www.devialet.com
http://www.audioplusservices.com
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The MRX 510, which weighs 30 
pounds and comes in a subdued 
black, can be configured for bi-
amplification to give more juice to 
the front speakers if desired. With 
seven HDMI inputs (plus one on 
the front), the receiver will allow 
simultaneous connectivity of just 
about as many digital sources you 
can round up. The two HDMI video 
outputs render a wonderful picture. 
Other connection options include 
composite and component video 
inputs, two coaxial and three opti-
cal audio inputs, and five standard 
RCA audio outputs—but definitely 

use the HDMI inputs and outputs 
wherever possible for the best re-
sults. The sound and picture will 
benefit significantly. 

The Anthem’s remote is 
straightforward for movie watch-
ing. Combined with the on-screen 
interface, it’s also quite helpful 
during the setup process. If you 
have a little experience, you’ll find 
the system easy enough to set 
up without the manual. If this is 
your first home-theater setup, the 
manual and step-by-step instruc-
tions will be your best friend for the 
afternoon. 

Fasten your seatbelts. it’s 
going to be a bumpy night.

One of my favorite features of 
the system is the wireless sub-
woofer. Older systems require a 
long wire connecting the digital 
processor to the sub that is an 
eyesore at best and a stumbling 
hazard at worst. It’s nice having the 
option of placing the sub behind 
the sofa where it’s out of sight, 
and where it also offers a tangible 
rumble to the listening seat.

The receiver also offers built-
in room correcting for sound. It 
comes with a microphone kit so 

the system can make automatic 
corrections for the best sound in 
the listening room, and it comes 
with a software CD for Windows. 
But as my Windows 8.1 PC doesn’t 
have a disc drive, I have to borrow a 
computer and transfer the software 
and drivers to a thumb drive. (Or you 
can just download everything from 
the Anthem website.) Connecting the 
microphone to its stand and then to 
the PC (via the included USB cable) 
is easy, and a wired connection  
to the receiver is not necessary if 
you first connect the receiver to  
your local network. (continued)

http://www.anthemav.com/products-current/collection=performance/model=mrx-510/page=reviews
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The setup wizard guides you through the 
process and, after several microphone 
placements, the system gets a good picture 
of room acoustics and optimizes the sound 
to our 18-foot-deep, 11-foot-wide listening 
space. 

On with the Show

The opening scenes of James Bond films al-
ways dazzle the viewer with action sequenc-
es, and Quantum of Solace on Blu-ray does 
not disappoint. The sounds of car chases, 
machine guns, and explosions complement 
the visuals wonderfully. The shattering of a 
windshield during a particularly nasty car 
collision surprises me with the subtle tinkle 
of glass raining down on metal and con-
crete. It’s a level of detail and delicacy that I 
hadn’t been expecting.

The Talking Heads’ concert video of 
Stop Making Sense begins with punch de-
spite the striped-down opening track featur-
ing David Byrne’s acoustic-guitar rendition 

of “Psycho Killer.” While the guitar strums 
have a high degree of authenticity, it’s the 
drum machine that makes the biggest im-
pression through this system. Especially with 
the subwoofer behind the sofa, the synthetic 
punches are tight, tuneful, and deep—even 
the sofa cushions resonate with the music. 
This setup’s bass will never be accused of 
shyness, but of course, users can adjust 
the bass response to their liking. During the 
band’s performance of “Slippery People,” 
the integration of guitars, percussion, electric 
bass, background vocals, and synthesized 
notes never leaves the listener wanting. 

When listening to music through the 
system, you can choose a simpler stereo 
portrayal or let the Anthem process the two-
channel sound into a 5.1 configuration. While 
non-5.1-mastered source material doesn’t 
gain a surround effect, a few settings allow 
the simulation of a concert venue. The full-
room feel of music is great for a party.  
(continued)

http://www.aurender.com
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The event host can reduce the volume 
of music to facilitate conversation among 
guests, yet make the music audible 
in all corners of the room. In stereo 
mode, Stevie Ray Vaughan and Double 
Trouble’s Blues at Sunrise retain solid 
sonic imaging across the width of the 
perceived stage, with layering in the  
distance. 

While more expensive stereo or 
home-theater equipment may offer 
greater realism and detail, the price-to-
performance ratio of this whole system 
is exceptional. The Anthem proves a 
great complement to the Paradigms, 
providing plenty of punch and sonic 
synergy so that no particular frequency 
range stands out in the mix. The speak-
ers present music well, with good high-
frequency extension and without any 
strident sting, making it easy to settle  
in for a long listening session. 

“Go ahead, make my day.”

While $5,000 is certainly not chump 
change, in the world of hi-fi that invest-
ment often only gets you one stereo 
component. Alternately, that same 
money can provide a complete home-
theater setup that offers great quality, 
performance, and value. For those seek-
ing the ultimate in resolution and trans-
parency, a different solution may fit the 
bill, but it will cost significantly more. For 
those seeking a single home audio/video 
solution, this Anthem/Paradigm combo 
gets you the best of both worlds: a solid 
two-channel setup and a 5.1 surround-
sound system—just add audio and video 
sources. Plus, with unobtrusive looks 
and the ability to hide the subwoofer, 
you’ll forget the system is even in the 
room so you can get lost in the depths 
of a movie. (continued)
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Where Have all the 
Good Stereos Gone?

W

echo
 a u d i o

)))
www.echohifi.com   888.248.echo

      e know. Sorting through the jungle that is pre-owned hi-fi gear 
can be tough. Myriad Internet forums and online shopping sites just 

don’t offer the expertise required to make sound decisions. 

That’s where Echo Audio comes in. We have more than 20 years 
of retail experience in selling hi-fi equipment the way it should be 
sold: In a brick-and-mortar environment that provides you with 

personalized attention. 

While we will certainly ship any of our gently used classics directly 
to your door, we invite you to stop by our shop in beautiful 

downtown Portland, Oregon to browse our inventory in person. 
Thanks to an in-house service department, we not only service 
everything we sell, but every piece of used gear is thoroughly 

checked before being put on display. Consider our white-gloves 
treatment your guarantee against potential problems.

So, when you are looking for high-quality, lightly used hi-fi gear,  
look no further than Echo Audio. Be sure to check out our Web site 

for current products and new arrivals.

Additional  
Listening
Though I’m not a home-the-
ater aficionado by any stretch 
of the imagination, the winters 
here in the Pacific Northwest 
make for a lot of movie time, so 
I’ve been wanting to investigate 
a more turnkey situation for our 
readers, some of whom keep 
asking the same question: “I’ve 
got about five grand to spend 
for everything. Can I get a killer 
home-theater system for that 
much?”

Yes you can. At the 
numerous tradeshows I’ve 
attended around the world, 
Paradigm and Anthem always 
have the most impressive 
displays with systems offering 
performance on a level I’d 
expect from gear with much, 
much bigger price tags. The 
system you see here is no 
exception. I’d pay $1,600 just 
for the room-correction portion 
of the MRX 510, and you get 
seven channels of amplification 
and a video processor 
thrown in! My living room has 
dreadful sonic properties: 
hardwood floors, wood-plank 
ceiling, and a leather couch 
and chair, along with a big 
glass coffee table. But 20 
minutes of measurements 
with the ARC (Anthem Room 
Correction) technology has 
the whole system rocking with 
movies and music. Fantastic! 
(continued)

By Jeff Dorgay

http://www.echoaudio.com
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COMPONeNTS 

Anthem MRX 510 A/V receiver
$1,599

Paradigm Monitor 9 floorstanding speakers
$599 each

Paradigm Monitor Surround 3 S.7 speakers
$399 each

Paradigm Monitor Center 3 S.7 speakers
$599

Paradigm Monitor SUB 10 subwoofer
$849

The Paradigm speakers are easy to 
place, and thanks to the ARC, you don’t 
have to be quite as fussy as you would 
without it. And did I mention that this 
setup moves some major air? Explosions 
and car chases are awesome, with plenty 
of heft. But even when watching my 
favorite episodes of Ren and Stimpy, the 
little bits of classical music playing in the 
background still float delicately around the 
listening space.

As a home-theater neophyte, I 
appreciate Anthem’s great manual and 
ease of setup. You probably won’t have to 
hire the geek squad to hook this baby up, 
and all of the on-screen menus are very 
logical, as well. In short, this is the perfect 
setup for someone wanting great sound 
on a modest budget. Best of all, Anthem 
and Paradigm are sister companies, 
so you know everything will work well 
together. l

MANUFACTUrerS

Anthem 
Paradigm Electronics, Inc. 

CONTACT
www.anthemav.com
www.paradigm.com

http://www.anthemav.com/
http://www.paradigm.com
http://www.upscaleaudio.com
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The Plinius Tiki  
 Network Audio Player

By Andre Marc

                       ew Zealand firm Plinius has a long history of producing excellent   

                       sounding components that also please the eye. Founded in the mid- 

                       1980s, it has a legacy of cutting edge products with exotic names. The  

                       brand is now distributed in 35 countries, and it continues to bring new  

                       products to market. In every previous encounter with Plinius electronics,  

                       these ears have come away no less than highly impressed. The brand 

today enjoys dedicated North American support and a solid dealer network.

With digital audio moving away from optical disc playback, nearly every company 

in the high end is scrambling to offer up solutions of every flavor. Those solutions range 

from USB DACs, music servers with onboard storage, network media players, and file 

players, as well as hybrids of all these approaches. The task of standing out is a difficult 

one for digital source component designers due to the lack of any consensus as to the 

best approach, the myriad of variables, and the constantly changing landscape.

N
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The Tiki handles PCM up to 192 
Khz, 24 bits and is compatible with 
FLAC, AIFF, WAV, and MP3. The unit is 
DLNA compliant and can be used with a 
variety of server software. One can use a 
number of free and paid controller apps 
for Android, iPad, or iPhone. Plinius offers  
its own unique app called Arataki, which  
is available for sale at the iTunes store. 
More on that later.

The Tiki is ruggedly built, with clean 
lines and a beautiful half-inch thick 
curved front and side panel. The top 
panel is ventilated, so the unit still runs 
cool if left on 24/7. The Plinius logo is 
engraved on the front, and there is a 
single blue LED power indicator. The Tiki 
is available in black or silver. The review 
sample was finished in a chic matte 
black.  

enter the Tiki

Plinius has entered the fray with its own 
spin on things.  It has introduced the Tiki 
network player, priced at $4775, in a purist 
approach. It has decided to eliminate all 
unnecessary parts and so-called features 
that have the potential to harm sonics. This 
means there is no WiFi and no display. 
This is commonly known as a “headless” 
approach, with control exclusively via 
smart device.

On the back panel there is an Ethernet 
jack, a pair of RCA and XLR outputs, an 
IEC inlet, and a ground switch. That is it. 
No digital inputs or outputs. One could 
call this a “closed” approach. Admittedly, 
one can also be forgiven for being a bit 
skeptical at this design, but as you will 
see, based on performance of the Tiki, 
Plinius clearly is on to something.

Plug ’n’...Play

The Tiki takes all of five minutes to 
install. It is truly plug-and-play. Attach 
an Ethernet cable, analog interconnects, 
power up, and one is ready to stream 
music. I have terabytes of music in FLAC 
format on drives attached to a 2011 Mac 
Mini. With MiniMServer and Twonky 
software installed, the well-organized 
library is accessible within seconds. A 
variety of apps is used with the Tiki for 
the review, including mConnect, Kinksy, 
and Plinius’s own Arataki. Tap the artist 
folder you desire, then the album, and 
the file plays. The Tiki works with a NAS 
attached anywhere on your network 
running DLNA software as well.

To get right to the big question, the 
Tiki offers superb sound and may be one 
of the best digital source components 

auditioned in the reference system. It 
offers truly remarkable transparency 
and unveils new layers even on very 
familiar recordings. It is astonishing 
to hear more depth and recorded 
detail on classic Pentangle, Fairport 
Convention, and Steeleye Span 
albums, all well recorded. Jacqui 
McShee’s voice on Pentangle’s 
classic Soloman’s Seal was silken, 
and and Bert Janch’s acoustic guitar 
was all wood and steel.

The Tiki provides wonderful 
soundstage width and depth, with a 
tonal balance that is as natural as we 
have experienced from even more 
expensive digital players. The Sun 
Dogs, the debut album by progressive 
revivalists Rose Windows on the Sub 
Pop label sounded epic. (continued)
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Their 
stunning blend of 
acoustic instruments, electric guitar, 
and orchestral sweep was well served 
by the Tiki. Bass was deep and taut, 
and dynamics were standard setting.

The Tiki shows its true potential 
with high resolution material. The 192 
Khz, 24 bit files of various classic Blue 
Note jazz titles proved a revelation. 
Beautifully recorded and well-mastered 
albums from Art Blakey & The Jazz 
Messengers, Wayne Shorter, Freddie 
Hubbard, and Lee Morgan are a joy to 
experience via the Tiki, and the natural 
timbres of the horns, piano, drums, and 
acoustic bass were stunning. The Tiki 
managed to stay out of the way, and 
just let the natural flow and rhythm of 
the music take center stage.

At the other end of the spectrum, 
the 192 Khz studio discography of 
Texas blues rock legends ZZ Top posi-
tively explodes out of the speakers. The 
fuzzed out guitars, sleazy grooves, and 

funky 
bass lines are 
rendered with aplomb and show 
the Tiki is no one-trick pony. If the ulti-
mate purpose of a source component is 
to connect the listener to the music, the 
Tiki hit the mark without a doubt.

Using the Arataki app to control the 
Tiki is snap. It is one of the more el-
egant control apps I have used, and the 
graphical interface is attractive. However, 
it is a work in progress. With engineers 
still trying to keep with iOS updates and 
market demands, it is difficult to keep 
up. The Arataki will prove frustrating for 
those with large libraries as currently the 
only way to select music is by tapping an 
album cover. Other apps offer a folder 
structure which allows for quick, pinpoint 
access to particular albums or songs. 
As noted the Tiki can be controlled by a 
number of other apps. (continued)

http://www.martinlogan.com
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The dead quiet backgrounds, flawless operation, quick 
file access, and headache-free set up make enjoying music 
priority one. The Tiki is firmware upgradeable, and that 
provides peace of mind to the purchaser in a changing 
digital landscape. The Tiki may just be an anti-tweaker’s 
paradise.

Conclusion

Plinius is banking on potential customers who are sophisti-
cated enough to set up a home network, but who also have 
little patience for computer audio and its endless variables. 
Simply plugging in an Ethernet cable gets you halfway there. 
Of course, there will be audiophiles confused by the lack 
physical interface with the Tiki, but this is its strength. With 
no display, and no noise-generating WiFi and digital inputs 
to spoil things, the sonics shine brilliantly.

Plinius thinks the network approach is best since there 
is total isolation between the computer or NAS and the 
DAC, and it provides for multi-room capabilities with one 
library. No need to have a bank of hard drives and a laptop 
in your HiFi rack. The Tiki works exactly as advertised and 
sounds superb. If a “set it and forget it” digital source com-
ponent floats your boat, your ship has has come in. l

Plinius Tiki 
MSRP $4,775

MANUFACTUrer
Plinius Audio Limited

CONTACT
www.pliniusaudio.com

PeriPHerAlS

Speakers  Thiel CS2.4, 
Genesis G7c

Amplifier  Audio Research 
VS 55, Rogue ST 100,  
Hans Audio 300B SE

Preamplifier  Channel Islands 
Audio PLC-1 Mk ii

DAC Bryston BDA-1, 
SIM Neo 380D

SACD Player  Marantz SA-14S1

Cables  Kimber, Transparent,  
DH Labs, KingRex, Acoustic Zen

Accessories  Audience 
adeptResponse, Shakti Stone, 
Symposium

The AVA UltraValve purist vacuum tube 
amplifier with 4, 8, and 16-ohm output 
taps and gold plated input jacks.

This is an amazingly wide band, 
dynamic, transparent and utterly musical 
amplifier. It is ready to play out of the 
custom padded shipping carton, no 
initial adjustments or set up necessary 
at all.

Introducing our Transcendence 
9 vacuum tube preamplifier

The improved, upgraded successor to 
our award winning T8+ preamplifier. It 
is designed to produce outstanding 
musicality with both tube and solid-
state amplifiers.

Every circuit of the T9 has been 
improved. We are especially proud 
of our unique new split passive EQ 
optional phono circuit.

The overall result of the T9 is more 
musical enjoyment for your money, a 
superior product at an affordable price.

The T9 has six sets of inputs, tape inputs and 
outputs, 2 sets of audio outputs, and a great 
new built-in headphone amplifier.  Options 
include remote control, RIAA phono circuits, 
buffered tape, and HT bypass switch.  

Audio By Van Alstine 
American made luxury sound sm

The level of resolution, tonality and bass 
control this amplifier offers for $1,999 is 
unmatched at this price point.  I am very proud 
to award the Ultravalve our Exceptional Value 
Award for 2013. “I’m keeping this one!”
-Jeff Dorgay -ToneAudio Issue 56

www.avahifi.com Audio by Van Alstine 2665 Brittany Lane Woodbury, MN 55125 (651)-330-9871 avahifi@comcast.net

Our machined thick silver 
faceplate is now available 

as an upgrade!

Ultravalve

Transcendence 9

http://www.vandersteen.com
http://www.avahifi.com
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$1,495   www.rega.co.uk

A few years ago, we came away highly

impressed with the Rega IOS phonostage, 

which brought top tier performance to the 

$4,000 range.  The IOS has since moved 

upscale and the Aria comes in at a very 

accessible price point, offering the ability 

to work with MM and MC cartridges.

Its unique design, influenced by the 

IOS, features separate MM and MC phono 

amplification inside the enclosure, making 

this a two input phonostage for those with 

turntables utilizing MM and MC cartridges.  

MC loading is adjustable from 70 – 400 

ohms and there are two gain settings, 63 

and 69db.

l  Needless to say, we are very excited 

about this one, and you can read our full 

review here.

Rega  
Aria Phonostage

http://www.rega.co.uk


M a r c h  2 0 1 4  235

W E B  R E V I E W

Coffman Labs 
Equipment Footers

Follow us on Facebook.

www.facebook.com/tonepub2

(You never know what we’ll get into next.)
AQUARIUS
FULL SYSTEM POWER CONDITIONER

For more than one decade IsoTek has 
been producing some of the most 
respected power conditioning products 
worldwide. Based in the United Kingdom, 
IsoTek has built this reputation by creating 
products that follow a clear philosophic 
principle of isolation and simpliciprinciple of isolation and simplicity based 
upon proper design. Depending on how 
sophisticated your audio system may be, 
IsoTek has created a product that will 
reduce the noise inherent in your AC 
allowing you to hear and see more of 
what your components are supposed to 
produce. produce. 

Shown here is one of our newest award 
winning products. The Aquarius 
incorporates six unique conditioning 
stages, a reduction of RFI noise by 60db 
and removal of Common and Differential 
mains noise. KERP™ circuitry assures that
equal power and resistance is deliequal power and resistance is delivered 
to each of the six outlets (two high current). 
Further isolation between all outlets ensures 
that crosstalk and noise produced by 
different components is eliminated. This is 
especially critical in our new era of computer 
audio in which computer products are 
utilizing the same electrical circuits as other utilizing the same electrical circuits as other 
more critical audio components.

728 Third Street, Unit C
Mukilteo, WA 98275 USA

p: (425) 610-4532 / f: (425) 645-7985
www.vanaltd.com / sales@vanaltd.com

W E B  R E V I E W

$150 per set     www.coffmanlabs.com

V ibration control is somewhat of a sticky subject, and we
always suggest it on a case by case basis.  However, staffer 
Jerold O’Brien had great results and waxes poetic about 
these footers from Coffman Labs.

He made it a point to try them under a number of different 
devices, all with good result – that being, the device in 
question reveals more music with them in place than not.  

l  Click here for the full analysis.

http://www.coffmanlabs.com
http://www.vanaltd.com
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SLUMMIN’
Bang & Olufsen Beocenter 4000
Ebay, $129

          ho can resist a groovy piece of 70s audio and 

style history like the Beocenter 4000?  Not staff 

member Jerold O’Brien. And thanks to our friends at 

Echo Audio, in Portland, Oregon and their crack techs 

(that can fix damn near anything) this Danish beauty 

now works and sounds as it did when it was loaded on 

the boat forty years ago. And it still looks super cool.

W

http://www.thecableco.com
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Where to find   
   what you have seen in  
TONEAudio Magazine.

ALO Audio:   www.aloaudio.co

Anthem:   www.anthemav.com

Audeze:   www.audeze.com

Auralic:   www.auralic.com

Anthem:   www.anthemav.com

Audio by VanAlstine:   www.avahifi.com

AudioArts NYC:   www.audioarts.co

AudioVision SF:   www.audiovisionsf.com

Audio Research:   www.audioresearch.com

AudioQuest:  www.audioquest.com

AVID:  www.avidhifi.co.uk

BelCanto:   www.belcantodesign.com

Benchmark:   www.benchmarkmedia.com

Boulder:   www.boulderamp.com

Burmester:   www.burmester.de 

The Cable Company:   www.thecableco.com

D’Agostino Audio:   www.dagostinoinc.com 

Dali:   www.soundorg.com

dCS:   www.dcsltd.co.uk

Dynaudio:   www.dynaudio.com

Echo Audio:   www.echohifi.com

GamuT:  www.gamutaudio.com

JM Labs/Focal:   www.audioplusservices.com

JL Audio:   www.jlaudio.com 

KEF:   www.kef.com

IsoTek:   www.isoteksystems.com 

Lyra:   www.lyraanalog.com

                                    

MartinLogan:   www.martinlogan.com 

McIntosh:   www.mcintoshlabs.com 

Meridian:  www.meridian-audio.com 

Mobile Fidelity:  www.mofi.com

Mystere:  www.mystere-usa.com

Music Direct:   www.musicdirect.com

Music Matters:   www.musicmattersjazz.com

Nordost:   www.nordost.com

Nagra:  www.nagraaudio.com

Naim:   www.soundorg.com

Octave:  www.octaveaudio.de

Paradigm:  www.paradigm.com

Primare:  www.vanaltd.com

Qualia:   www.qualia-highend.com

Red Wine Audio:  www.redwineaudio.com

Rega:  www.soundorg.com 

Rogers HiFi:  www.rogershighfidelity.com

Rutherford Audio:   www.rutherfordaudio.com

Simaudio:  www.simaudio.com

Soul Custom:  www.soulcustom.com

SoundStage Direct:  www.soundstagedirect.com

Upscale Audio:  www.upscaleaudio.com 

Wadia:  www.wadia.com

Wireworld:   www.wireworldcable.com

Vienna Acoustics:  www.vanaltd.com

VPI:  www.vpiindustries.com

http://www.aloaudio.com
http://www.anthemav.com
http://www.audeze.com
http://www.auralic.com
http://www.anthemav.com
http://www.avahifi.com
http://www.audioarts.co
http://www.audiovisionsf.com
http://www.audioresearch.com
http://www.audioquest.com
http://www.avidhifi.co.uk
http://www.belcantodesign.com
http://www.benchmarkmedia.com
http://www.boulderamp.com
http://www.burmester.de
http://www.thecableco.com
http://www.cardas.com
http://www.soundorg.com
http://www.dcsltd.co.uk
http://www.dynaudio.com
http://www.echohifi.com
http://www.gamutaudio.com
http://www.audioplusservices.com
http://www.jlaudio.com
http://www.kef.com
http://www.isoteksystems.com
http://www.lyraanalog.com
http://www.meridian-audio.com
http://www.martinlogan.com
http://www.mcintoshlabs.com
http://www.mofi.com
http://www.mystere-usa.com
http://www.musicdirect.com
http://www.musicmattersjazz.com
http://www.nordost.com
http://www.nagraaudio.com
http://www.soundorg.com
http://www.octave.de
http://www.paradigmav.com
http://www.vanaltd.com
http://www.qualia-highend.com
http://www.redwineaudio.com
http://www.soundorg.com
http://www.rogershighfidelity.com
http://www.rutherfordaudio.com
http://www.simaudio.com
http://www.soulcustom.com
http://www.soundstagedirect.com
http://www.upscaleaudio.com
http://www.wadia.com
http://www.wireworldcable.com
http://www.vanaltd.com
http://www.vpiindustries.com
http://www.audiovisionsf.com



