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Welcome to the 2011 Preamplifier and Power Amplifier Buyer’s Guide, brought to you by The 
Absolute Sound and Hi-Fi+ magazines. A year ago, we published a similar guide on the subject and 
it’s fascinating to see just how much change has happened in those intervening months. We are 

in a time of great change in audio and that even 
echoes through the pre/power amplifier sector. 

In this relatively short time, the high-end integrated amp 
– especially the high-end digital integrated amp – has found 
even greater traction and provides yet more of a challenge to 
the dominance of pre/power combinations.  Whereas at the 
lower end of the audio world, the separate pre/power system 
has become relatively uncommon and has seeing its market 
share continually cut into by one-box rivals. This last has, 
in fairness, been a trend that started in the 1960s and has 
continued at pace ever since. 

But far from writing off the preamp and power amp as a 
lost cause, the duo offer continued room for flexibility and 
performance for today’s audiophiles. They offer the designer 
the ability to tailor a design for a very specific set of needs 
and allow the end-user to configure an amplifier to perfectly 
suit their demands. Take turntables for example. Although 
the built-in phono stage is fast becoming a addition (rather 
than the core) to the traditional preamp, it still appears on 
many of the best new preamps.

It’s the flexibility that really attracts high-end buyers. 
No turntable? Opt for a preamp without a phono stage? 

Electrostatic loudspeakers? Why not try an output-
transformerless tube power amp for a magical mix? Whether 
it’s driving ‘difficult’ loudspeaker loads or ensuring the best 
possible power supply to each amplifier in the signal path, 
separate preamplifier and power amplifier systems provide 
the widest variety of choice and performance potential, and 
the least compromise.

The pre/power market now perfectly reflects the diversity 
in today’s audio market. State of the art electronics rub 
shoulders with designs from the 80 years ago. Whether your 
system needs a low-power single-ended triode design or a 
fire-breathing kilowatt power house, there’s a power amp out 
there for you. Similarly, if it’s a full-function, multi-platform 
system nerve-center or a hyper-minimalist passive preamp 
you need, there are designs to suit. 

It’s also possible to mix and match components for an 
excellent sound that would be impossible to obtain through 
normal means. There are many who think the path to musical 
Nirvana lies in using a tube preamp and a solid-state power 
amplifier. There are others who think the polar opposite is the 
best way to make great sound, and there are still more who 
suggest all-tube or all-solid-state is the only way to go. Such 

twists and turns in the amplifier chain are only possible when 
using separate preamplifiers and power amplifiers. 

In this Buyer’s Guide, we’ve concentrated on reviews of 
standalone preamplifiers, standalone power amplifiers and 
one-make combinations of pre and power amp. You shouldn’t 
necessarily think those one-make combinations only work 
in the context; there are many excellent products in those 
pre/power duos that should be considered in their own right, 
not just as part of a double act. However, we chose these 
as combinations simply because both parts of the pairing 
had great merit and the natural partnership of preamp and 
power amp should be considered as a great first point of 
investigation.

Whether you are reading this in search of your next power 
amp, or an integrated amp owner wondering what all the fuss 
is about, check out the following. They are the best of the 
best amplifiers you can hear today. Read on!

FROM THE Editor

  Click here to turn the page .
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The Ten Most 
Significant  
Amplifiers of 
All Time
Peter Breuninger, Neil Gader, Robert E. Greene, Robert Harley,  
Dick Olsher, Paul Seydor, and Jonathan Valin

What amplifiers have had the most impact on high-end 
audio? Changed the market? Influenced future designs? 
Introduced new technologies or concepts? Established 

new sonic benchmarks?
To answer this question, our senior writers each named the 

amplifiers they thought were the most significant, and explained 
why. From these individual selections we chose the   Significant 
Amplifiers of All Time. The Top Ten, presented in ascending order 
of significance (No. 1 being the most significant), is followed by 
each writer’s individual selections. Harry’s Pearson’s selections, 
along with commentary on each one, appear in this issue’s HP’s 
Workshop. Let the controversy begin! 

Audio Research Reference 600/610T 

This no-holds-barred assault on the state of the art in tube amplification is ARC founder William 
Johnson’s crowning achievement. The Reference 600 is the amplifier Johnson always wanted to 
build—massive output power (550W), pure tube regulation, and cost-no-object implementation. Each 
monoblock featured 34 vacuum tubes, most of them 6550s (output stage and regulators). The result 
was an amplifier that produced prodigious heat, but also a very special musical magic. The 600 and 
its successor the 610T (now in a vertical, rather than horizontal chassis) set new standards in timbral 
liquidity, freedom from grain, dimensionality, and, for a tubed amplifier, dynamics and bottom-end 
control. Perhaps the finest high-powered tube amplifiers ever made. 

10

NAD 3020 Integrated  

The modest NAD 3020 might lack the star-power of the other amplifiers on our Most Significant list, 
but significant it is by virtue of its tremendous influence over an entire generation of music lovers. For 
budget-minded listeners who cared about sound, the 3020 was the amplifier you bought instead of a 
mass-market receiver. The 3020 sold in unimaginable numbers—1.1 millions units (even more if you 
include variations on the basic circuit)—and in the process created tens or hundreds of thousands 
of dyed-in-the-wool audiophiles. Although not the last word in resolution or treble clarity, the 3020 
rendered music with a warmth and engagement that was the perfect antidote to the bright, sterile, 
grainy budget electronics of the day. Moreover, the 3020 sounded more powerful that its 20Wpc 
rating suggested, thanks to an innovative output stage designed for reproducing musical dynamics 
rather than impressing on the spec sheet. 

9
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The Ten Most Significant Amplifiers of All Time

Individual writers’ selections 

Peter Breuninger 
Dynaco ST-70
McIntosh MC3500
Phase Linear 700
Krell KSA-100 
Mark Levinson ML-2
ARC Reference 610T
c-j Premier One
Carver Silver Seven
Audio Note Ongaku
Cary Audio Design CAD-805

Neil Gader
Plinius 8150 
Dynaco ST-70
Marantz Model 8B
McIntosh MC275 
ARC D-150
Rotel RB-1090
NAD 3020 integrated
Phase Linear 700/400
Mark Levinson ML-2
Heathkit amps 

Robert E. Greene
The Williamson Amplifier (1947–1949)
McIntosh M50W1
Dynaco ST-70
Quad 303
Phase Linear 400/700
ARC D Series and conrad-johnson 
Premier Series
Hafler XL-280
Carver Sunfire, Lightstar, and A Series 
TacT Millennium
Sanders Magtech

Robert Harley
Dynaco ST-70
Threshold 800A
ARC D150
Krell KSA-50
Phase Linear 700
NAD 3020 integrated
ARC Reference 600/610T
NAD M2
Hafler DH-200
BAlabo BP-1 Mk.II

Dick Olsher
Futterman H3 OTL
Dynaco ST-70
Marantz Model 8B
Harman Kardon Citation II
McIntosh MC275
ARC 76A
GAS Ampzilla II
Threshold 400A
Cary Audio Design CAD-805
EAR Yoshino 509

Paul Seydor
Dynaco ST-70 
McIntosh MC275
Marantz Models 8B and 9
Quad 303
Harman Kardon Citation 12
ARC D150
Phase Linear 400
NAD 3020
Mark Levinson ML-2
Krell KSA-100

Jonathan Valin
Marantz Models 8B/9 
Dynaco ST-70
Phase Linear 400
ARC D150
Mark Levinson ML-2 
Krell KSA-50 
c-j Premier Four
Lamm Industries ML-2 
ARC Reference 610T 
Technical Brain TBP-Zero 
 

For HP’s choice of and extensive 
commentaries on the Ten Most 
Significant Amps, see p. 118.

For each writer’s commentary on his 
individual choices, go to AVguide.com.

Comment on our choices or post 
your own selections for The Ten Most 
Significant Amplifiers of All Time at 
AVguide.com.
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version always had a potent bass performance, 
but was leaner and more restrained further 
up the range, whilst its transparency and lack 
of false emphasis did nothing to spare the 
blushes of source components or material. In 
contrast, the Signature version is a much more 
balanced performer. Listening to the Gunther 
Wand Beethoven 7th Symphony (from the superb 
Esoteric SACD set) the expected, explosive 
bass dynamics are all present and correct, but 
now there’s more detail, more shape, texture 
and air around the notes, making the orchestral 
foundation far more convincing and purposeful. 
But now those qualities extend across the rest of 
the range, with a welcome colour and substance 
to the mids in particular, that makes instruments 
more immediately identifiable and natural, their 
contribution more effective. So the gentle, 
almost lilting combinations of wind and upper 
strings that characterize the first movement 
have a restrained poise and tension as they 
are first introduced, a natural swing and energy 
once the catchy melodies are established. It’s 
a progression that leads you naturally through 
the work, reflective both of the consummate 
composition and performance. It’s built on the 
ability to track the flow and density of the music 
right across the range and it is key to an involving 
and convincing performance. Add to that the 
fact that these improvements in resolution, noise 
floor and as a result micro dynamic and harmonic 
resolution, have been achieved without over-
egging the spatial presentation and the Calypso 
Signature delivers a musical performance that is 
both convincing and compelling. 

I recently reviewed the Pure Sound L300 
line-stage, rejoicing that at last I could add a 

new contender to my list of great line-stages – 
seemingly the hardest of all audio needs to fulfil. 
Well, line-stages must be like buses, because 
the Calypso Signature makes that rarefied list 
too – and in some style. The standard version is 
very good; the Signature is in a different league, 
its lack of musical constriction, character or 
emphasis allowing it to perform just as a great 
line-stage should – almost invisibly. Despite the 
relative brevity of its tenure it has already settled 
right into my system, trusted and relied upon in a 
completely unquestioning way. I love the way it 
just gets on with the job: no fuss, no drama and 
no drawing attention to itself. 

I could almost use the same sonic description 
to sum up the Rhea Signature; interesting in that in 
this instance the musical journey has been in the 
opposite direction. The Signature sounds more 
detailed and refined than the standard version, but 
more importantly it also sounds calmer and more 
in control of the sheer musical energy it injects 
into proceedings with such apparent ease. Back 
to the 7th and in this instance the Speakers Corner 
pressing of the 1962 Karajan/BPO set on DGG (no 
EQ issues here as the 180g discs are RIAA): With 
multiple ‘tables and cartridges currently in-house 
and under review, the Beethoven presented the 
opportunity to compare the Rhea’s transparency 
to both the source and the performance. With 
Lyra Dorian cartridges mounted in both the VPI 
Classic and the ClearAudio Innovation, the Rhea 
clearly demonstrated its strengths. Not only was 
I able to connect both ‘tables simultaneously 
and flick between them at the touch of a switch, I 
could ensure that both cartridges were operating 
with identical input settings. However, what is of 
more interest to the domestic user is the fact that 

both record players could have been perfectly 
optimised had they been carrying different 
cartridges; that and the sheer clarity with 
which the Rhea laid bare the contrasting sonic 
characteristics of these two ‘tables.  

Listening to Karajan on the VPI after time spent 
with the Wand SACD replayed on the Wadia 
581, came as quite a shock. The sheer power 
and sweeping majesty of Karajan’s reading left 
Wand’s previously impressive efforts sounding 
rather polite and restrained. If the bass dynamics 
from the digital disc had been impressive, the 
impact off record was positively explosive, a 
result of the Rhea’s combination of substance 
and enthusiastically energetic delivery. Of 
course, these are qualities it shares with the 
Classic and in truth, as entertaining as the results 
undoubtedly were, the greater poise and balance 
of the ClearAudio ‘table definitely delivered a more 
thoughtful and balanced overall performance, 
whilst still benefiting from the sense of musical 
substance and emphatic dynamics delivered 
by the phono-stage. Having said that, shifting 
gear to Gabriel or Black Uhuru’s ‘Red’ swung 

the balance back towards the VPI. Which brings 
us to the point; while the Rhea Signature retains 
the welcome musical enthusiasm and sheer 
solidity of the standard version, it has succeeded 
in harnessing it to a better balanced and much 
more subtle framework, delivering a far more 
convincing musical foundation. 

Changes in cartridge are equally apparent, the 
benefits of Clearaudio’s da Vinci over the Dorian 
being clear to hear. The greater detail, refinement 
and transparency of the (much more expensive) 
cartridge raised the game of the Rhea Signature 
yet again, underlining the fact that what we are 
dealing with here is a phono-replay system 
as a whole. The phono-stage takes what the 
record player delivers and passes it on, in this 
case without stripping away any of the essential 
vitality generated by a decent cartridge turntable 
combination. What’s more, the adjustability 
means that you’ll get the best out of the cartridge, 
whatever it is. The resulting sense of convincing 
musical substance is rare indeed in these days 
of ever higher-definition systems with their 
tendency to the lean and mean; but what’s really 

EQUIPMENT review - Aesthetix Rhea Signature phono stage, Calypso Signature line-stage preamp and Atlas Signature hybrid monoblocks
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conrad-johnson ET3 preamp
Alan Sircom

I’ll be honest, here. The conrad-
johnson ET3 preamplifier is a 
remarkable preamp, but I had 

trepidation about the way it’s being 
promoted. It’s down to the ‘baby GAT’ 
thing – the ET3 is being touted as an 
affordable version of the company’s GAT 
flagship pre. That, I feared, is setting 
the ET3 up for a fall; the GAT is so damn 
good, it’s like calling someone the ‘mini 
Mozart’. Trouble is, the ET3 is a baby 
GAT.

The ET3 uses a single Russian-made Electro 
Harmonix 6922 double triode voltage gain with 
MOSFET follower circuit acting as a buffer – 
designed to give the preamp a strikingly low 
output impedance – and a similar solid-state DC 
voltage regulator. This is very much in line with 

the GAT’s circuit. Once again like the GAT, the low 
impedance means you can use the preamp with 
long cables between it and the power amplifier.

Functionally, the two are similar. There are six 
line inputs, a tape and a home cinema loop – all 
single-ended – all of which are selected through 
relay switching. The relays are all placed on a 
stand-alone board to limit their switching clicks 
from reaching the tubes. The volume control is a 
discrete, relay-driven design once again similar 
to the GAT, although lacking balance adjustment 
(even though the LED read-out has separate left/
right levels). This can’t be altered even on the 
remote handset, even though there are buttons 
marked out for the task. The remote this time is a 
slim black plastic unit instead of the thick metal 
one supplied with the GAT. 

Like the GAT, it’s a physically big preamp, right 

up to the 19” rack limits. The standard, gold front 
with black crackle cover has been unchanged for 
decades and the big central display/IR receiver 
has become a standard feature for some time. 
The overall fit and finish is very good, and the 
whole device sits on four thick hard-rubber feet. 
While not the cutting edge of footer technology, 
this more than suffices.

The GAT and ET3 preamps do differ – given 
one costs more than eight times the other, so 
they should – they share more than you might 
expect. Things like the separate power supply for 
the filaments of the valve, a microphony-reducing 
suspension system and a parts list that reads like 
a Who’s Who of the best in audio components 
are all missing from the ET3. That being said, 
the audio-chain caps are all polypropylene and 
all the resistors are high-quality metal-film types, 
but the special Teflon by-pass caps and the 
field full of Vishay resistors seen in the GAT are 
what help keep the ET3 price in check. Like all 
c-j preamps, you need to phase invert the signal 
at the speaker terminals if you want to keep the 
sound in absolute phase.

The review sample came fully loaded. Along 
with the IR remote handset, it also included the 
built-in and retrofittable high gain phono stage, 

based on the reference TEA-1, which is has 
enough gain and low enough noise to be good 
for moving coil cartridges of 1mV and below. 
The resistance loading of the phono module 
is adjustable thanks to two small covered DIP 
switch arrays. Factory set of 47kOhms, the ET3 
board can cope with 9.6k Ohm, 1.9k Ohm, 200 
and 500 Ohm loads. The addition of this section 
adds to the component count on the circuit 
board, and adds three more tubes – Mullard 
12AX7’s – to the roll call. It’s worth pointing out 
that modern Mullard is also made in Russia, but 
– like the 6922EH – tube rolling isn’t mandatory, 
because these standard tubes are pretty damn 
good in their own rights.

My initial dread about the ET3 was entirely 
unfounded. I did receive a sample with more 
than 50 hours on the clock, so I have to take the 
early break-in sound as hearsay, but that hearsay 
suggests there’s a magic point at around the 40 
hour mark when the ET3 goes from lightweight to 
wonder-pre. I just got the wonder-pre point. 

There are two schools of thought in good 
preamp design. Both follow the path of ‘first, 
do no harm’, like some electronic version of the 
Hippocratic Oath. Where they differ is whether 
they strive to do no harm to the recording, or the 
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as annoying as the whine of a dimmer switch. 
But it’s there, and if you live somewhere quiet 
and demand silence from your electronics, this 
will annoy. Shame really, because the amplifier 
chassis is otherwise remarkably quiet for a valve 
design, with barely a hiss through the tweeter, 
even at full volume.

This is an almost impossible amp to pin down 
in a sonic way, because it’s not one amp… it’s 
36. You can use those NFB and DF knobs to dial 
in your sound and let it stay there, or they can 
provide constant tweaking jollies. If you prefer 
your sound more alive, set the NFB dial to 0 or 1; 
if you are prepared to trade vitality for detail and 
cleanliness, wick the same dial up to 5. Most will 
go somewhere in between. Similarly, if you want 
taut, precise bass, turn the DF dial up to the max, 
if you don’t want your bass softer, knock it down 

to 2 or if you like your music with added flub (or 
want to try and patch up a bass-light sound) set 
it to zero. 

For the record, with a pair of original ProAc 
Studio 140s, I liked the NFB at around 1 and the 
DF at 3. This gave a slightly dry bass, but with a 
good trade-off between excitement and analysis. 
Your Mileage, as they say on t’internet, May Vary, 
depending on speakers and taste.

More or less irrespective of where you 
position those dials, though, the basic sound 
of the amplifier is one that’s very airy and 
natural sounding, not rich or warm or colored 
as valve amps are suggested to be. It has good 
soundstaging, wide and deep, but not the sort of 
thing that draws attention to itself. Similarly, the 
detail levels are very high – this is not the sort 
of amplifier that will dull down the differences 
between discs or players – but the crystal clear 
performance isn’t the sort of thing you’ll remark 
about. Why? Because you’ll be too busy listening 
to music.

Bass here can be a trade-off depending on 
the DF setting. But it’s always good and deep. 
It can be deep and dry or deep and bloomy, but 
the word ‘deep’ always creeps into the equation. 
Coming directly after a flea-power chip amp, the 
Almarro sound was perceptibly slower due to that 
deep bass, but it gave a sense of rightness to the 
sound. It really didn’t matter what was played; 
Booker T and the MGs Green Onions album, 
the Eroica Trio playing Brahms piano trios, a 
Japanese import of Led Zep III, Bonny ‘Prince’ 
Billy, Big Beat classic Prodigy or no beat classic 
speech. In other words, whether audiophile 
noodling or lo-fi graunch, the Almarro did it all 
and did it all well.

There’s a naturalness here. The sound doesn’t 
draw attention to itself, in all the good ways. It’s 
dynamic, but not unduly so, fast and responsive, 
but not excessively, focused, precise, articulate 
and detailed, yet not the sort of thing that makes 
you think ‘wow, isn’t that detailed?’ In other words, 
the Almarro is everything those great Quad and 
Leak valve amps of the 1950s and 1960s were 
good for, but brought up to date. So, if you want 
fireworks, it will bring you fireworks, but only if 
there are fireworks on the record. Which is what 
most people should want from their musical 
replay system.

I’m beginning to think there’s something of a 
sweet spot in hi-fi; below it, you get ‘audio’, above 
it you get ‘audiophile’. In between… ‘music’. The 
A340As are definitely in that Goldilocks position, 
and they never put a foot wrong from a musical 
or audio perspective. In fact, the biggest problem 
with this amplifier is it causes something called 
Almarro’s Syndrome in listeners. Regular A340A 
users report atrophy of the lower extremities, 
caused by too many hours sitting listening to 
music. There is no cure. 

Keith Cheal, the proprietor of Almarro’s 
distributors Angelsound Audio was insistent on 
using the power amps with a brace of Vertex AQ 
mains leads. He needn’t have worried, because 
the A340A’s sound good irrespective of whether 
they hang off the end of thousands of pounds 
worth of mains lead or a pair of grim old no-name 
kettle cables. These are wonderful sounding 
amps, in that sort of effortlessly musical way 
LS3/5a loudspeakers (and their progeny) are 
wonderful sounding loudspeakers. Spend time 
with these mono amps and you’ll never look at 
another transistor again. 

EQUIPMENT review - Almarro A340A mono power amplifier

Connections: 1 RCA/phono input, 4/8/16-ohm 

outputs

Output power: 40wpc

Operational mode: Class A

Tube complement: 1x5687, 1x6DJ8, 2x6C33C-B

Frequency response: 10Hz - 40kHz

Available finishes: black with Maple/Cherry 

faceplate

Dimensions (WxHxD): 9"x7.5"x15.2" (per channel)

Weight: 30lbs (per channel)

SPECS & PRICING

U.S.
Price: $5,500 per pair

11 select dealers in US 

almarro.com/distribution

U.K.
Price: £5,995 per pair/6,750 Euro per pair

Almarro

www.almarro.com

Angelsound Audio

www.angelsoundaudio.co.uk

+44(0)1923 352470

CLICK HERE TO COMMENT IN THE FORUM at avguide.com
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Audio by Van Alstine Ultravalve 
Power Amplifier and Salk Sound 
SongTower QWT Loudspeaker
Dick Olsher

This turned out to be a twofer 
review—two for the price of 
one—shortly after I accepted the 

Ultravalve assignment and considered 
compatible loudspeakers. Speakers 
are a critical decision that can make or 
break an amplifier review. It seems to 
me that many reviewers simply drop an 
amp into their existing system and allow 
it to sink or swim. That’s equivalent 
to playing Russian roulette with the 
outcome. A more elegant approach is to 
investigate load compatibility by using 
several loudspeakers, giving the amp 
under test several chances to shine. In 
fact, the DALI Helicon 400 Mk2 ($7000/
pr.) and the JAS Audio Oscar ($3450/
pr.) turned out to be perfectly happy with 
the Ultravalve. However, a secondary 
criterion for speaker selection in this 

case was cost. It would only make sense 
to evaluate a budget amp with speakers 
that were not too far apart cost-wise, 
as that would represent the most likely 
real-world scenario. The ideal solution, it 
appeared, was to duplicate the coupling 
that our esteemed Editor-in-Chief, 
Robert Harley, was mightily impressed 
with during the 2009 Rocky Mountain 
Audio Fest. And that’s how Salk’s 
SongTower entered the picture. I’m glad 
it did, as this turned out to be a hugely 
synergistic coupling, a marriage made in 
audio heaven.

According to Frank Van Alstine, the Ultravalve’s 
lineage is traceable to the Dynaco Stereo 70, 
which he denotes as its “great grandmother.” The 
ST-70 has got to be the most successful basic 
power amplifier of all time with estimated sales 
in excess of 300,000 units. This is the amp that 
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in the 70s steered me clear of solid-state designs 
and cemented my lifelong love affair with tube 
amplification. In fact, I still own a beautiful Will 
Vincent ST-70 rebuild. Frank started taking a close 
engineering look at the ST-70 in the late 70s, the 
result being an upgrade kit that achieved reduced 
distortion and improved stability. Power-supply 
design improvements followed later, including a 
separate high-voltage regulated power supply for 
each plate of each small-signal tube, and these 
were incorporated into a new board design. The 
end result was the Ultimate 70 amp-rebuild kit, 
which is said to be the “mother” of the Ultravalve 
amplifier. 

In essence, the Ultravalve represents the 
distillation of over 30 years of design experience. 
It is intended as a thoroughly modern and 
rationally priced vacuum tube amplifier. A 
new polished-steel chassis is sourced from 
Dynakitparts, while the double-anodized, bead-
blast-finished gold faceplate is sourced from a 
local vendor. The basic Dyna internal layout has 
been maintained, as it was felt that it works very 
well. However, all active electronics are located 
internally. Coupling and feedback circuitry use a 
new double-sided ground plane PC board. The 
power bandwidth is said to have been widened to 
-3dB at 50kHz and 5Hz while still maintaining the 
goal of no feedback-related overload under any 
condition of use. The basic signal path and tube 
choices remain unchanged from the original. A 
single 6GH8A pentode-triode tube is used per 
channel. It is similar in performance (but not as 
far as pinout) to the 7199 used by Dynaco prior to 
the ST-70 Series II. The switch was necessitated 
when the supply of 7199s dried up. The pentode 
section provides plenty of voltage gain while the 

triode is deployed as a cathodyne phase-inverter. 
The power supply is tube-rectified via a single 
5AR4. The push-pull output stage uses a pair of 
6CA7/EL34s in ultralinear connection. My sample 
was outfitted with Electro Harmonix 6CA7EH 
beam power tetrodes. Of course, EL34 power 
pentodes may be used as well. The whole thing, 
says Frank, except for some active and passive 
electronic parts, is made in the U.S.A.

Individual bias pots are provided for each 
channel to set the bias. You’ll need an inexpensive 
digital multimeter in order to measure and tweak 
the voltage to the specified 1.6VDC, which 
corresponds to a combined 100mA quiescent 
current flow for each pair of tubes. The amp is 
plug ’n’ play right out of the box; tubes are already 
installed and the bias is preset at the factory. The 
bias was right on after a few minutes of warmup. 
However, the bias does drift a bit after about 20 
hours of break-in and should be rechecked at 
that time.

The SongTower is advertised as a mass-loaded 
quarter-wave transmission line. I will concede 
that the internal cabinet volume is stretched to 
form a tall column, but its length is not nearly 
sufficient to approach that required by a classic 
transmission line, possessing a lowest quarter-
wave pipe-resonance of only 80Hz. Its bass 
performance appears to be equivalent to that of 
a conventional bass-reflex design with a nominal 
box-tuning frequency of about 37Hz. Current 
production uses a pair of SEAS ER-15RLY five-
inch cone mid/woofers featuring edge-coated-
reed/paper-pulp cones, a large magnet system, 
and a long copper-clad aluminum voice coil. 
These woofers recently replaced the CA-15RLY 
and are a bit more expensive, but are said to 

measure a tad better. The tweeter is the Danish 
Hiquphon OWII ¾" soft dome, which features 
multiple coatings, excellent frequency linearity, 
and exponential horn loading to improve phase 
response. By the way, the O and W in the tweeter 
model name are the initials of Hiquphon’s owner: 
Oskar Wroending who is personally responsible 
for all research and development. 

The drivers are arranged in a D’Appolitto MTM 
configuration to improve vertical dispersion. Jim 
Salk points out that the woofer was specifically 
chosen for its extended response, which permits 
the implementation of fourth-order acoustic 
slopes at a crossover frequency of about 2.4kHz 
with a minimum of passive parts. The point being 
that the combination of steep acoustic slopes and 
a relatively low crossover frequency are desirable 
attributes in an MTM vertical array since they 
minimize off-axis interference effects between 
the woofers. The OWII tweeter is perfectly happy 
being crossed over at this frequency due to its 
well-damped low-frequency resonance. Plinths, 
spiked feet, and grilles are all included. However, 
it is highly recommended that the grilles be 
removed for critical listening.

The fit and finish are quite remarkable at this 
price point. I should add that the SongTower is 
not stocked; each order is finished to meet the 
customer’s preferences. Just as remarkable is 
the inclusion of frequency-response plots for 
both channels. Now, these speakers measure 
very well, and the factory plots closely matched 
my own in-room measurements, so there’s no 
reason to hide them. But how many speaker 
manufacturers take the time and energy to do 
this? This is your assurance that the speaker 
meets basic specifications when it goes in the 

box and will, in fact, sing as intended right out 
of the box.

On balance, I found the SongTower to be an 
inspired design in driver selection and integration. 
So many multiway designs appear to sound like 
an ill-fitting sonic jigsaw puzzle. By contrast, 
the SongTower sings with one voice, both on 
and off axis—almost as cohesively as a full-
range driver. As a consequence, this speaker is 
capable of performing a convincing disappearing 
act. The resultant soundstage is exceptionally 
wide and stable when the speakers are toed-
in so as to intersect the tweeter axes just in 
front of the listening seat. Bass response in my 
listening room was extended to below 40Hz, 
but don’t expect the punch of a 12-inch woofer 
from a pair of 5-inch woofers. The midbass was 
well delineated and adequately damped by the 
Ultravalve amplifier. I could have used a bit more 
upper bass, but otherwise tonal character was 
pretty neutral. Midrange textures were quite 
revealing of the associated power’s amp’s quality. 
I’m typically allergic to dome tweeters, but the 
upper mids and treble range were well behaved, 
which speaks highly of the OWII tweeter’s natural 
voicing. Consequently, fidelity of instrumental 
timbres was excellent, and in particular, female 
voice was fleshed out with believable harmonic 
colors.

The question I’m sure everyone is dying to 
ask about now is: Just how does the Ultravalve 
perform compared to the original ST-70? Well, for 
those of you clinging to your vintage gear, I have 
to say that it’s not even close. The Ultravalve’s 
perspective is not as romantic, but it is far better 
focused, clearly more dynamic, and in general 
higher resolution. The metaphor that comes to 

EQUIPMENT review - Audio by Van Alstine Ultravalve Power Amplifier
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mind is a confrontation between Fuzzy Wuzzy 
Bear and a big bad tiger. Really, no contest.

With the stock output tube complement, 
midrange textures were not as smooth as those 
of the Audio Space 3.1 Reference (300B). But 
then it’s hard to match the civilized suave sound 
of a good 300B-based amp with either beam 
tetrode or pentode power tubes. However, I did 
try a set of Mullard reissue EL34s, purchased 
from the Tube Store, and manufactured at New 
Sensor’s Russian tube factory in Saratov. These 
good-looking tubes imbued the midrange with 
quite a bit more warmth, smoother textures, and 
further enhanced delineation of image outlines to 
the point that they appeared etched in space. On 
the flip side, there was a slight loss of immediacy. 
So it’s not entirely a clear call. In addition, the 
Electro Harmonix 6CA7 sounds more bluesy, and 
may be preferred for this reason as well.

The Ultravalve consistently sounded more 
powerful than its nominal 35Wpc. It handled 
bass lines with superb control and good impact. 
This was quite a surprise as I was fully prepared 
to have to render the obligatory faint praise of 
“pretty good for a tube amp.” Well, no wonder 
Frank named this guy Ultravalve—it is ultra-
special in the bass. But be sure to respect its 
need for a speaker with a sensitivity of at least 
88dB, and please don’t venture below a 4-ohm 
impedance. Within these constraints, which are 
of course met by the SongTower, I can safely 
state that the Ultravalve is capable of dishing 
out plenty of boogie factor. Its ability to retrieve 
microdynamic nuances allowed the full scope 
of the music’s dynamic intensity and of the 
interaction between musicians to shine through. 
And it didn’t shy away from driving the music 

from soft to loud with conviction, being far more 
assured macrodynamically than the vintage ST-
70 ever was.

Music lovers rejoice! In my estimation, the 
Salk Sound SongTower and Ultravalve combo 
represent the most musical audio dollars 
you’re ever likely to spend during a lifetime of 
consumption. Pricewise, at under $2k each, 
this coupling represents but a fraction of some 
of the amps and speakers that pass through 
my listening room. Yet, it proved to be one of 
the most enjoyable in some 30 years of audio 
reviewing, and enjoying the music is what this 
passion of ours should be all about. A four-star 
recommendation!

EQUIPMENT review - Audio by Van Alstine Ultravalve Power Amplifier

Ultravalve Amplifier

Power output: 35Wpc into 8 ohm at less than 1% THD, 

20Hz–20kHz 

Input impedance: 470k Ohm

Dimensions: 13.125" x 5.75" x 10.75"

Weight: 26 lbs.

Salk Sound SongTower QWT Loudspeaker

Frequency response: 42Hz–20kHz (+/- 3dB) 

Sensitivity: 88dB (2.83 V/1 meter) 

Nominal Impedance: 4 ohm 

Recommended Amplification: 30–150Wpc, tube; 

80–250Wpc, solid-state  

Weight: 49 lbs. each (not including plinths and spikes) 

Dimensions: 8" x 44.5" x 12" (not including plinths and 

spikes) 

SPECS & PRICING

U.S.
Ultravalve Amplifier

Price: $1699 (plus $40 shipping in US)

Salk Sound SongTower QWT Loudspeaker

Price: $1795/pr. in black satin finish; 

$1895/pr. in standard veneer finish

Audio by Van Alstine, Inc.

2665 Brittany Lane

Woodbury, MN 55125 

(651) 330-9871

avahifi.com

Salk Sound

2700 Long Winter Lane 

Oakland, MI 48363 

(248) 342-7109 

salksound.com

U.K./E.U.
Not available outside of US/Canada. 

Please contact Audio by Van Alstine Inc directly for 

price, payment and shipping methods

CLICK HERE TO COMMENT IN THE FORUM at avguide.com

www.avahifi.com
www.salksound.com
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Classé Audio CA-M600 
Monoblock Power Amplifier
Jacob Heilbrunn

As a plethora of new products hit 
the stereo market each year, it 
can become easy to get jaded 

about the extravagant claims often made 
by manufacturers about their respective 
accomplishments. How much more really 
can be extracted from an amplifier, short 
of paying Mt. Everest-like prices? Well, as 
the Classé CA-M600 suggests, a lot.

This is a product that I inserted into my system 
out of sheer curiosity and, within minutes, 
regarded with a mixture of reverence and 
incredulity. And at no point have those feelings 
abated. With some pieces of equipment you 
may be initially impressed, then sort of sink into 
a psychic easy chair of bland approval. With the 
Classé CA-M600, however, nothing of the kind 
has occurred. Instead, its tremendous grip, rock-
solid pacing, gorgeous tonal colors, and above all, 
utter transparency have never failed to impress. 
This is a superb amplifier, one that can compete 
with any model up to $30,000, and then some. To 
paraphrase Samuel Johnson, the audiophile who 
gets tired of this amplifier is tired of life.

The reason that I regarded the $14,000-per-pair 
CA-M600 with initial caution was that it represents 

a radical change in technology for Classé Audio. 
Classé has garnered respect over the years but 
never been viewed as a cutting-edge company. 
That may be about to change. In this case, the 
move to incorporating new technology has not 
compromised, but significantly enhanced the 
sound of Classé products. Classé has now 
completely revamped its Delta series of amplifiers, 
offering a variety of new products. What’s more, 
Alan Clark, who designed the Linn CD12, now 
works for Classé. He oversaw the design of the 
CA-M600, and it shows. The CA-M600 has the 
virtues of a switching amplifier—which fellow 
audiophiles assumed it was when they heard 
how much power it boasts and how coolly it 
runs—with none of the sonic drawbacks. 

Indeed, any apprehensions that I might have 
harbored about deploying the most modern 
technology in this amplifier were misplaced. The 
two most distinctive features of the CA-M600 
are 1) the entire amplification takes place on 
one board before it hits the output stage, so that 
signal loss is kept to an absolute minimum; and 
2) a convection tunnel, based on laser technology 
derived from the medical industry, that uses a 
passive fan to ensure that the amplifier runs at a 

constant temperature. It has oodles of tiny heat 
fins running along the tunnel. The result is that 
the amplifier possesses, so Classé maintains, 
an optimal working environment for its internal 
circuitry. I can testify that the amplifier never 
became hot, no matter how hard I ran it or what 
loudspeaker it drove. Classé doesn’t make a big 
deal about it, but this has to ensure increased 
longevity for the amplifier’s capacitors and other 
heat-sensitive parts. The fan is virtually noiseless 
and so I could never hear it become intrusive or 
audible while playing music. Run in balanced 
mode—it is a balanced amplifier—the CA-M600 
didn’t seem to produce any hiss or hum, either. In 
all, the CA-M600 drove the Verity Lohengrin, the 
Magnepan 20.1, and the Wilson Alexandria X-2, 
Series 2 loudspeakers.

If the amplifier always remained cool to 
the touch, its sound was not. One of the most 
impressive aspects of the CA-M600 is its 
extremely high signal-to-noise ratio of 120dB. 

This is instantly and most pleasurably apparent. 
No amplifier that I have used has reached as 
deeply into the soundstage as the Classé. TAS 
editor Robert Harley has in the past written about 
the increased verisimilitude that tiny musical cues 
can provide and the CA-M600, it must be said, is 
a champion at extracting such low-level detail. 
In playing back Schubert lieder, for example, the 
CA-M600 seemed to provide an extra cushion of 
air simply by projecting the sound of the recording 
studio walls more fully into my listening space.

At the same time, musical cues were also 
enhanced by the rapidity of the CA-M600’s 
dynamic swings. Perhaps because of its 
extremely impressive signal-to-noise ratio, it 
seemed to operate at a lightning-fast pace. This 
amplifier offers a wealth of micro-gradations 
in dynamics—not simply one big bang, but a 
series of escalating sonic thrills on the way to the 
ultimate volcanic eruption.

On a recording of Fritz Reiner conducting the 
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Chicago Symphony playing the Nutcracker Suite, 
I was thus mesmerized by the sheer velocity 
with which the various sections of the orchestra 
almost seemed to hurl themselves against each 
other. It was almost breathtaking, for example, to 
hear the vast sonic space from which the harp 
emerged out of the orchestra, almost iridescent 
in its tonal colors, unfurled like a peacock’s tail. 
This was the closest that I have ever heard an 
orchestra rendered with the proper lustrous 
sheen to the sound. One of the first things that 
I notice when listening to a live orchestra is the 
sheer sumptuousness of the sound, something 
that stereo systems often sacrifice in the pursuit 
of fidelity, in its most banal form, which is to say 
the mere reproduction of detail for its own sake.

Similarly, on a prized Deutsche Grammophon 
recording of Herbert von Karajan conducting 
Mendelssohn’s lovely Italian Symphony, it was 
riveting to hear the interchange, in the first 
movement, between the woodwind sections 
and the strings. Everything was so precisely 
delineated that it almost gave the feeling as 
though the orchestra was laid out in front of you. 
It was simplicity itself to detect the differences in 
pitch and timbre between the oboe and clarinet. 
Then swooshing in with brio come the strings. All 
the while each section of the orchestra can be 
perfectly located in its own space. Ditto for piano, 
one of the toughest instruments to reproduce. 
On Angela Hewitt’s performance of Couperin’s 
Keyboard Music [Hyperion], each line can be 
heard distinctly, the felt of the hammers almost 
audible as they strike the strings.

Which brings me to another notable feature of 
the CA-M600. Right from the outset, its stability 
in reproducing the soundstage was evident. 

Singers are firmly planted, trumpets precisely 
located, and so on. There is simply less of that 
sense of haze and uncertainty when it comes to 
where the instrumentalists are actually located. 
Some audiophiles like to scoff at soundstaging, 
but for me, at least, it helps lend some credibility 
to the affair. 

For all its finesse, the CA-M600 also proved 
a champ at belting it out on the big numbers, 
whether it was rock or rhythm and blues.  On 
Pink Martini’s CD “Hang on Little Tomato” [Heinz 
Records], the percussion section emerged with 
concussive force. On a number of jazz recordings, 
the percussion really opened up on top as well. 
The amount of ambient air that the CA-M600 
delivers is really quite exceptional.

Much of the magic of the CA-M600 is 
attributable to its cutting edge technology. But 
ironically enough, the virtues of that technology 
came most home to me in listening to an old 
format—vinyl—on what now almost seems like 
a prehistoric recording. To wit, I pulled off the 
shelf a 10" RCA pressing called “X” with the title 
“vault originals.” It was Duke Ellington recordings 
from 1927-28, featuring his early band—James 
“Bubber” Miley, “Tricky Sam” Nanton, Harry 
Carney, and Barney Bigard, not to mention the 
Duke himself. One of the most intriguing aspects 
of this LP is the so-called “jungle sound” it 
features, which was prized in Harlem clubs of the 
day. Now, it’s all well and good for a stereo system 
using the latest pressings or CDs to capture the 
growls and wah-wah mutes of trumpets. But on 
a recording from 1927? I’d say that’s pretty nifty. 
And it was.

The superlatively low noise floor of the Classé 
amplifier meant that it was a snap to follow Bubber 

Miley’s solos. Perhaps the spookiest part was 
listening to the singer Adelaide Hall, who doesn’t 
so much sing as moan and wail on cuts like 
“Creole Love Call”—one of my favorite Ellington 
numbers, by the way. It wouldn’t be right to call 
Hall a sophisticated lady on these numbers, but 
an impassioned one. Regardless, the CA-M600 
shone on these cuts, which, in some ways, are 
the most difficult to reproduce of all.

It shone in the sense that it simply seemed to 
get out of the way of the signal path. If you want 
to pick nits with this amplifier you can. It does not 
have as refulgent sound in the midrange as tube 
amplifiers and doesn’t add any artificial bloom 
to recordings. It’s pretty much the naked truth 
with this amplifier. But having listened to this 
amplifier for several months, I could endlessly 
extol its performance. I can only urge anyone 
contemplating the purchase of a solid-state 
amplifier to audition the CA-M600. To some 
extent, I am simply mystified by the CA-M600’s 
performance. It almost doesn’t seem fair to 
get this much performance at its price. But the 
benefits of new technology are patently apparent 
in the CA-M600. 

Obviously, at $14,000 for a pair of these 
babies, it would be laughable to call the Classé 
an inexpensive amplifier. At $35,000 the Classé 
Omega monoblocks, which I have previously 
reviewed in TAS, remain the company’s flagship. 
The Omega boasts a thunderous power that even 
the CA-M600 cannot match. But it would be quite 
surprising to hear another amplifier in its price 
and weight class that would offer even remotely 
similar performance. Classé Audio has set a new 
bar with the CA-M600.

EQUIPMENT review - Classé Audio CA-M600 Monoblock Power Amplifiers

Frequency response: 1Hz–100kHz, –3dB

Output power: 600W RMS into 8Ω (27.8 DBW); 

1200W RMS into 4Ω (27.8 dBW)

Input impedance: 50k ohms balanced / single-

ended

Signal-to-noise ratio: 120dB at peak output into 8 

ohms

Output impedance: 0.03 ohms @ 1kHz

Dimensions: 17.5" x 17.5" x 8.7" 

Weight: 88 lbs.

SPECS & PRICING

U.S.
Price: $7000 each

Classé Audio, Inc. 

5070 François Cusson  

Lachine, Québec  

H8T 1B3, Canada  

(514) 636-6384  

classeaudio.com

U.K./E.U. 
Price: £5950 each/6500 Euro each

BOWERS & WILKINS LTD 

bowers-wilkins.co.uk

0800 232 1513 (UK only) 

CLICK HERE TO COMMENT IN THE FORUM at avguide.com

www.classeaudio.com
http://www.bowers-wilkins.co.uk
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DarTZeel NHB-458 monoblocks
Alan Sircom

Sometimes a product just 
demands a large gasp. The 
NHB-458 is once such 

product, the weight, the physical 
size, the finish, the power on 
tap… and the price tag are all 
gaspworthy. 

In a way, the NHB-458 is a sign of just 
how good the first DarTZeel product – the 
NHB-108 stereo power amp – really is. 
This 100 watt stereo chassis is one of the 
best amplifiers you can buy. To improve 
upon it is not easy. Simply making bridged 
mono versions of the NHB-108 doesn’t cut 
it – it would potentially improve upon the 
stereo chassis, but not provide the same 
jump in performance the 108 has above 
its peers. To make an amplifier that was 
demonstrably better than the NHB-108 
without losing something in the process 
was the motivation behind the NHB-458 
monos. And it goes some way to explain 
just why these things cost so much; it’s 
not two NHB-108s, it’s more like the 
exponential of the power amp.

The first thing you notice about the 
NHB-458 is their sheer physicality. The 
chassis itself is not much larger than an 
Apple Mac Pro or similar tower computer. 

Except it weighs as much as a truck load 
of Apple Macs and is made out of solid 
aluminium billets that take 150 hours to 
machine before sent for some of the richest 
anodizing around. The distinctive gold and 
red colour scheme used in other DarTZeel 
products gets its full expression here, and 
it looks more elegant in the flesh than it 
might first appear. Two smoked glass side 
panels show off what’s going on inside the 
amp.

In fact, like the NHB-108, what’s going 
on inside the amp is deceptively simple. 
No contacts, no switches and just a single 
gas-filled relay per side. No negative 
feedback in either input or output stages 
and only three junctions in the signal path 
from input to input.  As you might expect 
from so expensive an amplifier, it involves a 
lot of astoundingly expensive components 
and incredible amounts of power reserve, 
and a custom-made toroidal transformer 
about the size of a car tyre. Which is why 
the amplifier weighs so much, and why a 
notionally 450 watt per channel amplifier 
tops out at something closer to 1.4kW at 
full tilt.

The exciting thing about a pair of power 
amplifiers built to such a high specification 

– and at such a high price – is it immediately 
side-steps all the normal limitations and 
considerations about context. Someone 
spending the equivalent of the price of 
an entry-level Cessna on a pair of power 
amplifiers is not going to be limited in their 
choice of source component, preamp, 
loudspeakers, room, room acoustic 
treatment, stands, tables and cables. This is 
always going to be partnered with the very 
best, so discussions of compatibility seem 
at best pointless. Nevertheless, there’s a 
natural partner in the DarTZeel NHB-18NS 
preamplifier and Zeel connections. The 
rest is expected to be of a similarly high 
calibre. 

Suitably partnered, the experience is a 
remarkable one. Although its capable of 
playing the sort of nice, safe music usually 
heard at hi-fi shows, it’s hardly a test for an 
amplifier this capable; the NHB-458 is the 
kind of amplifier that’s wasted on simple 
music and can take anything you throw at 
it. 

That being said, at first you should 
handle with care; not because it’s fragile, 
but because this kind of dynamic range 
is not usually found in audio equipment 
and you might suffer because of it. This 
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is the audio equivalent of a classic Lamborghini 
Countach. Hit the throttle (or in this case, the 
‘pleasure control’) and remember to buckle up. 
Waaaaarrrrrroaaaaaarrrrrrrggggghhhhh! This 
isn’t just a dynamic-sounding amp, it’s a dynamic 
amplifier with a supercharger, nitrous oxide 
injection, twin warp engines and it’s own particle 
accelerator. All those years with CERN being built 
under the Alps patently rubbed off on the Swiss, 
and this is the sort of amp that can go from a 
fraction of a watt to picking loudspeaker drivers 
out of the wall in an eyeblink.

And like an old Lambo, this unlimited power 
at your fingertips comes with responsibility 
demands upon the listener. As it warms up, it’s 
twitchy before it is responsive. But even when 
it’s at full throat, you need to handle with care; 
there’s no single happy place volume level, you 
need to fine-tune each record or you’ll overload. 
That’s not the speaker or the room overloading, 
and it’s certainly not the amp, but you. You can’t 
take the information overload.

This is perhaps an example of how audio should 
be. Each recording has its own level and if you 
like to play these at something approaching real-
world levels in the listening room, you have to act 
like a bit of a safecracker at the controls. Yet, for 
all that endless dynamic range and ability to go 
from mild to wild and back again as fast as the 
music played, it’s not just about dynamic range. 
It’s a surprisingly subtle amplifier for something 
that vast.

Vast, and fast. It’s virtually psychic. Transients 
like rim-shots appear with a directness and 
impact that makes almost everything else sound 
like it’s got a ‘thing’ against drum kits. Yet the 
amps are some of the most sweet and relaxing 

amps around. And for all that, it’s not the sort of 
psychotic sound that tries to be all things to all 
people, and ends being nothing for anyone. 

What the DarTZeel goes for is the musical 
enjoyment and entertainment first and foremost, 
and it does that through the dynamic freedom of 
having almost instant, almost total power. Playing 
‘Goodbye Pork Pie Hat’ on Mingus Ah Um, you 
get to hear this in the way the sax is there, living 
and breathing in front of you. It will bring out the 
majesty in music, even if that majesty is not easy 
to find. 

There’s a lot of the sound of the original 
DarTZeel stereo power amp here, just with 
seemingly endless power. The speed, the 
harmonic richness, the sound of an amp getting 
out of the way were all functions of the original 
stereo. They are just here in full effect; where the 
stereo chassis hits its functional limits of dynamic 
headroom, sheer driving power for big speakers 
and big rooms and stereo separation, is where 
the monos begin to let their hair down.

We are all children of the soundbyte today. 
Everything needs to be pinned down in a pithy 
sentence, no matter how much that trivializes 
matters. The DarTZeel soundbyte works, though 
– it’s a flea-powered amplifier that brought a 
really big friend along. This has all the romance, 
dynamic freedom and sparkle of a three-watt 
triode design coupled with the sort of effortless 
power delivery you might expect from a kilowatt 
design. From a sonic perspective alone, this 
is the Bruce Lee of amps; light on its feet, but 
capable of kicking you through a door. You don’t 
just listen, you hang on. It’s a rush, it’s a hell of 
a ride!

Let’s ‘man up’. There’s no getting away from 

that price; can any power amplifier, no matter 
how good, be worth more than a top Porsche 
Panamera Turbo with all the trimmings? In some 
respects, the question is an invalid one – you 
aren’t going to splash out six figures on an amp 
without having a heck of a lot of wealth behind 
you. If you want the most majestic sounding, 
most romantic, most musically beguiling sound 
yet produced, but with lightning quick reflexes 
and the sort of dynamic range that will leave most 
speakers feeling like they went ten rounds with 
a before-the-griller George Foreman, this is the 
place. And if you have the folding to make the 
price question irrelevant, you’ll buy it. And I envy 
you, for owning something that passed fleeting 
through my fingers (except weighing as much 
as the amps do, they wouldn’t pass through 
fingers, they’d tear a few off in the plummet to 
the ground).

In all bar my wildest fantasies (OK, not those 
fantasies; the printable ones), there’s no way I 
could ever dream of even thinking about affording 
this product, even if I could sprinkle the most 
special reviewer magic keen-pricing dust over 
the NHB-458. But if I could, I would. The rare 
handful of incredibly well-heeled audiophiles who 
can afford this masterpiece will be buying a true 
audio legend. I’m jealous. I really am.+

EQUIPMENT review - DarTZeel NHB-458 monoblocks

Power Output: 450 watts into 8 ohms; 600 watts 

on peak program music 

720 watts under 4 ohms; 1,200 watts on peak 

program music

Inputs: phono (single-ended), XLR, Zeel 

No global negative feedback 

No feedback at input 

Full open loop output stage 

Constant propagation time from 2 Hz to 200 kHz 

Phase rotation less than 1 degree from 20Hz to 

20kHz

Dimensions (WxHxD): 25.5" x 32.3" x 12.2" cm 

Weight: 150lb each

SPECS & PRICING

U.S.
Price: $150,000 per pair

Blue Light audio

(503) 221 0465

www.bluelightaudio.com

U.K./E.U.
Price: £135,000/135,000 Euro per pair

DarTZeel 

www.dartzeel.com

Absolute Sounds

+44(0)20 8971 3909

www.absolutesounds.com

CLICK HERE TO COMMENT IN THE FORUM at avguide.com
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Edge G6 power amplifier
Alan Sircom

Edge electronics make what – to 
my mind, at least – must be the 
most ugly amplifier known to man; 

the NL Reference. These two hip-high 
bollard-pyramids of gently s-curved 
heatsinks might deliver 800 watts 
and sport laser-guided bipolar output 
devices. They may well sound amazing 
(and from the limited exposure I’ve had 
to these six-figure power amps at shows 
in the US, they certainly live up to the 
hype). But the looks… sorry, way too 
Luxor for my tastes.

Edge doesn’t only make statement pieces. 
The G6 stereo chassis offers a sweet taste of 
what the best of the brand can do, at a price that 
doesn’t need to come with an asthma inhaler. 

This standard sized two-channel power amp 
still manages to deliver a healthy 135 watts per 
channel into eight ohms. It features a conventional 
bias circuit (as opposed to Edge’s signature laser 
bias, which fires a 630nm laser at the silicon of 
the output devices to act as a servo feedback 
system), a single 600VA transformer and a large 
40.000µF of power supply filtration.

The amplifier itself is as simple as it comes; a 
pair of RCA sockets in an grooved panel, a good 
pair of speaker terminals, an IEC socket and a 
power switch at the back. And a blue LED at the 
front. The amp is finished in a choice of silver or 
silver and the rounded sandwich design stands 
out from the pack. The whole package is built 
with a reassuringly solid feel, like this isn’t the 
sort of amp that anyone’s going to call ‘twitchy’ 

or ‘unreliable’.
Edge makes a claim – admittedly a claim more 

for the laser biased amps – that its amplifiers 
finally realise the potential of solid-state as the 
replacement to valves, as they deliver a speed 
of transient attack that only silicon can manage, 
with the harmonic richness of tubes, and this is a 
claim I can mostly agree with. The G6 also offers 
the promise of greater things as you move up the 
line. 

There is a distinct and satisfying urgency to 
the sound of music on the G6. There’s a speed 
to transient attack and leading edges that gives 
a sense of realism to percussive and rhythmic 
instruments (and that includes piano and guitar 
shredders). This is not an emphasis on leading 
edges, and the amp doesn’t sound fake or 

aggressive because of this sense of balance, 
but it does serve to show just how slow a lot of 
designs can sound in comparison.

This speed of delivery is matched by a sound 
that is best summed up as both ‘clean’ and 
‘sweet’, and it’s here that I concur with Edge’s 
own assessment of its performance. The ‘clean’ 
part channels the best of solid-state sound, while 
the ‘sweet’ conjures up images of very good 
valve power. Once again, these two elements are 
in dynamic balance; the ‘clean’ sound balanced 
by the ‘sweet’ and vice versa, so the overall 
performance doesn’t pitch into that etched 
sound that can plague detailed solid-state 
equipment, but also doesn’t over compensate 
and deliver something soft, warm and romantic, 
but completely free from drama.
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These three elements – ‘fast’, ‘clean’ and 
‘sweet’ – are the prevailing first impressions. You 
could easily stop here and be satisfied. Longer 
term listening though unveiled the aspects of the 
performance that are almost masked by these 
big three. Such as the G6’s outstanding levels 
of detail and clarity, wide, precise soundstage 
and effortless dynamic range. Because the fast, 
clean, sweet sound acts as a signature writ large, 

it’s easy to overlook just how competent the 
amplifier is across the board. But go deeper and 
spend some time with the amp and you discover 
its suppressed strengths. Suppressed isn’t the 
right word here, because the detail and dynamics 
are on show from the first track you play, but you 
are psychologically drawn to major strengths of 
the Edge. Most power amps are less forthcoming 
in the long term. There’s an analogy with literature 
here; the Edge is a classic next to the pot boilers 
of commonplace amps, it deserves revisiting to 
unwrap its true depths. 

There’s a contemporary bonus too. This is 
the shallow end of a pool that goes all the way 
to DarTZeel as well as Edge’s own NL series. 
That characteristic speed of attack and clean-
sweet sound is common to both the Swiss and 
the American amp makers. Given the DarTZeel 
designs are some of the most well-received and 
‘now’ sounding audio designs, that the little G6 
gets you a long way down that DarTZeel path for 
a lot less than half the price of admission to the 
DarTZeel club, you can perhaps see why this is 
not just another power amp.

The one tempering force is this… choose 
your preamp wisely. It’s easy to make ‘fast’, 
‘clean’ and ‘sweet’ turn into ‘forward’, ‘hard’ 
and ‘brash’ with the wrong preamp in front of 
it. This is perhaps where Edge power amplifiers 
get a reputation for sounding very solid-state 
(or perhaps it’s as simple as people reading the 
name ‘Edge’ and assuming they are ‘edgy’). How 
you can tell whether you have the right preamp 
stuff is whether your music tastes are altered; the 
G6 is genre-agnostic with the good matches, but 
will pitch you toward certain styles if the preamp 
isn’t a perfect partner. ARC and conrad-johnson 

preamps are perfect partnerships though; as is 
the Siltech C1 tested in this issue. Although not 
the sort of match people would make normally, I 
can foresee not much in the way of good things 
coming from the marriage of, say, Naim and Edge 
or Exposure and Edge. Not that the preamps are 
wrong, not that the Edge is wrong, just that the 
two will likely go together like halibut cooked in 
cocoa powder and Marmite. 

The Edge G6 leaves me wanting more. If the 
base model is this good, do they get better as 
they go up the range? Is laser biasing really a 
great leap forward? Are Edge’s preamps and 
source components as good as this power amp? 
Is there something more to the big pyramids than 
a tall tower of heatsinks? One thing’s clear, this 
isn’t the last you’ll hear of Edge.

EQUIPMENT review - Edge G6 power amplifier

Input: 1x pair RCA single-ended phono plugs

Output: five way binding posts

Power output: 135 watts per channel/eight ohms

Constant current capability: 14 amps

Output impedance: 0.07 ohms

Output impedance: 33k ohms

Conventional bias

1x 600VA transformer

40,000µF power supply filtration per channel

Dimensions (WxHxD): 16.7"x4.7"x15"

Weight: 50lbs

SPECS & PRICING

U.S.
Price: $5,188

Edge Electronics

www.edgeamps.com

1-815 522 6200

steven@edgeamps.com 

U.K.
Price: £4,900

Epicurean Audio

+44(0)780 556 7630

CLICK HERE TO COMMENT IN THE FORUM at avguide.com
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Krell S-150m Monoblock 
Power Amplifier
Steven Stone

When I began writing for TAS in 
1983, if you wanted a state-of-
the-art solid-state amplifier that 

could drive any speaker you purchased 
either a Krell or a Levinson. Period. 
Flash forward to 2010. Both Levinson 
and Krell are still around, although under 
new proprietorships. But unlike 1983, 
audiophiles now have far more choices 
in amplification, including some options 
that make both Krell and Levinson seem 
modestly priced in comparison.  

Krell’s least expensive amplifier nowadays is 
the S-150m, priced at just $5000 per pair. It’s 
in a compact (by Krell standards) cabinet that 
remains cool enough for a cat to sleep on. Back 
in 1983 no one would have dreamed that Krell 

would offer an energy-efficient amplifier, or one 
that didn’t require a Fabio-physique to carry, 
not drag, around solo. But Krell’s new under-30-
pounds S-150m monoblock claims to be exactly 
that—a Krell for those of us who don’t live in the 
gym. So how Krell-like can the S-150m possibly 
be? Let’s find out.

When I asked Krell’s director of engineering, 
Todd Eichenbaum, about the S-150m’s overall 
design he said, “The S-150m is basically a scaled 
down Evolution Series amplifier. It has fewer 
output transistors, a simpler power supply, and 
the circuit itself is simpler. But the design goal 
was to retain as much of the performance of a 
full-blown E Series as possible.” 

When I asked Todd Eichenbaum why the 
S-150m ran so cool he replied, “It’s the heat-

sink system. It was originally developed for the 
Showcase multichannel amplifier, where it had 
to cool seven channels. It is extremely efficient. 
Couple that with only having to do one channel 
and you have a cool-running amplifier.” 

Throughout my phone interview with Todd 
he stressed that the S-150 isn’t about new 
technology as much as it is about refining and 
simplifying existing Krell designs. Technology that 
Krell first developed and used in 1996 can still be 
found in the S-150m. Although this contemporary 
incarnation is simpler, it still embraces the same 
design philosophy as, and circuit topologies 
similar to, other “classic” Krell designs, in addition 
to drawing on Krell’s newer technologies. 

I asked Krell to send me three S-150m amps 
so I could power all the front channels in both of 

my room-based systems. Installation was simple, 
and except for making sure the balanced/single-
ended toggle switch on the back of the amplifier 
was in the correct position, unremarkable. Once 
the power switch on the back of the amplifier 
is turned on the circular light which surrounds 
the front-panel on/off switch glows bright red. 
Turning on the amplifier changes the bright red 
circle to bright blue. And I do mean bright blue. 
If you’re not into vibrantly colored lights, you can 
turn this one off via an internal jumper switch. A 
second internal jumper can disable the front on/
off switch completely. You turn on the amplifier 
by plugging it in. This feature is designed for 
integration into 12V-triggered AV systems. 

During the review period all three of the S-150m 
monoblocks performed without a glitch or problem 
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large wooden body of the instrument begin to 
vibrate. The Reference 18s give you an up-close 
view of the collaboration between Fleck and 
Meyer, where Fleck’s fast, fluid banjo lines have 
the quick, dancing quality of leaves caught in a 
gust of wind, while Meyer’s bass lines supply an 
almost hypnotic surge, much like the ebb and 
flow of waves on a seashore.  The sonic effect 
is both riveting and realistic, creating the illusion 
that the listener is seated just a few rows back 
from the front of the performance stage. Music 
for Two is an extremely well made live recording, 
and the NuForce amps let you hear the voices 
of the instruments unfold within the natural 
acoustics of the performance venue, making the 
spatial relationship between the players clear 
and explicit.

Finally, let me come right out and tell you that 
the Reference 18 offers some of the best—if not 
the best—bass reproduction I’ve ever heard from 
any amplifier at any price. This is an area where 
NuForce amps have traditionally been very good, 
but where the 18 takes things to an even higher 
level. What is so satisfying, here, is the amplifier’s 
nearly unbeatable combination of extension, 

depth, power, nuance, and, above all, control. 
No other amplifier I can think of does a better or 
more consistent job of getting woofers to behave 
themselves and to follow the music, rather than 
allowing them to wander off on uncontrolled low-
frequency excursions on their own. In short, you 
can trust the NuForce to get the foundational 
elements of bass right.

To hear what I mean by these comments, try 
playing “Temple Caves” from Mickey Hart’s Planet 
Drum [Rykodisc] and listen for the ultra low-
pitched “Earth drum” to sound. The instrument is 
exceedingly low-pitched and powerful—qualities 
that, with some amplifiers, would be a recipe for 
sonic mush. But the Reference 18 wades right in, 
grabs hold of the sound of the drum, and simply 
nails it, so that you not only hear the attack and 
gradual decay of the drum, but also experience 
the full depth and weight of its presence. Yet 
even when caught up in the sheer power of the 
drum’s notes, the NuForce preserves a sense of 
proportion and detail, so that you also hear very 
subtle modulations within the envelope of the 
notes. The Reference 18 adds dramatic impact, 
not by overstating low frequencies, but rather by 

rendering them powerfully, yet with consistent 
nuance and precision.

Well, as with many great audio components, 
the Reference 18 has some of the qualities of 
a double-edged sword. The good news is that 
it will tell you exactly what’s going on in your 
recordings. The not-so-good news is that it will 
tell you exactly how your recordings really sound. 
This is perhaps a roundabout way of saying 
that the Reference 18 has a certain tenaciously 
revealing quality that just won’t quit, and in this 
respect the NuForce amps do invite what might be 
considered an analytical or perhaps “diagnostic” 
style of listening. After you live with this amp for 
a while, you may find you instinctively become a 
connoisseur of fine mixing and mastering efforts, 
since the amp renders well-made records with 
stunning and at times breathtaking beauty, but 
also exposes any flaws that may be present for 
exactly what they are—flaws. The amp doesn’t 
browbeat you with defects in recordings, but it 
makes no effort to conceal them. For my part, I’d 
rather have the Reference 18’s pure, unvarnished 
honesty, but you might make a different choice. 
But remember this: When your recordings are 
up to the task, the Reference 18 will make them 
sound mind-blowingly good.

The Reference 18 is hands down the finest 
amplifier NuForce has made, and I think it is 
good enough that it deserves to be included in 
most any discussion of top-tier amplifiers. Even 
if you have heard (and perhaps disliked) Class 
D amplifiers in the past, this is one I think you 
will find worthy of your time and consideration. 
Above all, the Reference 18 keeps faith with the 
truth of the recording itself, which is all anyone 
might ask of a fine power amplifier.

EQUIPMENT review - NuForce Reference 18 V3 Monoblock Amplifier

Frequency response: 20Hz (-0.3 dB)–120kHz (-3dB)

Power output: 175 watts at 8 Ohms, 335 watts at 4 

or 2 Ohms

Inputs (switch selectable): One unbalanced analog 

audio (RCA jack), one balanced analog audio (XLR)

Dimensions: 2.95" x 17" x 15"

Weight: 16 lbs.

SPECS & PRICING

U.S.
Price: $7600/pair

NuForce, Inc.

385 South Abbott Ave.,

Milpitas, CA 95035

(408) 890-6840

www.nuforce.com 

U.K./E.U.
Price: £6,995

ROBYTONE

Gerard Bilderstraat 41

5753 DE Deume

The Netherlands

+31(0)493 744 020

www.robytone.com
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