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are world-class, reference-quality 
electronics that would be at 
home in the most demanding 
systems. RH’s reference. RH, 260

Preamplifiers/DACs
NuForce�DAC-80�
$799 
NuForce’s Class A solid-state 
HAP-100 headphone amplifier/
preamplifier offers serious high-
end performance at a modest 
price. Wide bandwidth, low 
distortion, and low noise make 
for a sound that is quite detailed. 
The NuForce is audibly load-
sensitive and therefore not an 
ideal match for some of  today’s 
more difficult-to-drive top-tier 
headphones. CM, 230

NuPrime�DAC-10H�
$1795 
The DAC-10H packs a lot of  
features and performance into a 
small package. Inner detail and 
low-level resolution through 
the DAC-10 are as good as SS 
has heard through any DAC 
including the Antelope Audio 
Platinum DSD DAC. The 
differences in depth recreation 
and soundstaging precision 
between his original 128x 
DSD recordings and 44.1k 
down-sampled versions were 
immediately obvious when 
comparing them through the 
DAC-10H. SS, 255 

Audio�Alchemy�DDP-1
$1995 ($2590 with PS-5 
power supply)
This versatile DAC and 
preamplifier from the new 
Audio Alchemy is a real winner, 
offering superb sound quality, 
extensive features, beautiful 
casework, and an outstanding 
user interface. With balanced 
and unbalanced analog 
inputs, six digital inputs, and 
a headphone amplifier, the 
DDP-1 is well equipped to be 
the heart of  a hi-fi system. Even 
with the stock power supply the 
DDP-1 has a lively and dynamic 
quality, with excellent rendering 
of  detail. Add the optional 
PS-5 power supply ($595) and 
the DDP-1’s sound quality 

vaults into a new league, with 
tremendous dimensionality and 
rich rendering of  instrumental 
textures. RH, review 
forthcoming 
�

Vinnie�Rossi�LIO
$6700 (prices varies with 
configuration)
The LIO is a modular platform 
that can be configured exactly 
for your needs. The basic 
chassis can house up to seven 
plug-in modules (nine modules 
are offered) including a DAC, 
phonostage, and power 
amplifier. The chassis has a 
unique power supply that is 
based not on AC power or 
batteries but on two banks of  
ultracapacitors to acquire, store, 
and release operating energy. If  
you need to downsize or have 
a room that will not permit a 
multiplicity of  boxes scattered 
about, the LIO is a clever way to 
save space while retaining superb 
sound quality and upgradeability. 
SS, 255

MSB�Technology�Analog�DAC
$6995 
for basic unit; numerous extra-
cost optional features  
A very high-tech, sonically 
clean, harmonically full-bodied 
DAC that plays PCM files up 
to 32-bit/384kHz (DXD). It 
can play DSD files through all 
digital inputs, not just USB. Its 
sculpted industrial design lets 
you add modules to tailor it to 
your needs. It uses a proprietary 
resistive ladder instead of  a 
commercially available DAC 
chip. An optional $995 volume 
control (which must be 
purchased on initial order) lets 
you use the Analog DAC as the 
system controller, with digital 
and analog inputs. Other options 
can be added by the user when 
needed. Vade Forrester, 239

Ayon�Audio�Stealth
$10,600
A flexible DAC/Pre, based on 
the highly regarded ESS Sabre 
ES9018 32-bit audio DAC with 
an internal time-domain jitter 
eliminator and integrated DSP 
functions. The analog output 
stage uses a single Russian 6H30 
triode per channel, connected 
in parallel as a no-feedback, 
Class A voltage amplifier. The 
Stealth conveys rich harmonic 
textures without sacrificing 
resolution. Yet it isn’t overly lush 
or romantic in character so that 
tonal colors stay fairly neutral. It 
lights a fire under the soundstage 
allowing the music to boogie 
with passion and drama. The 
Stealth is one of  those very few 
DACs that succeeds in sounding 
analog-like and as a consequence 
delivers a terrific musical 
experience. DO, 248

CH�Precision�C1
$32,975
The C1 is a uniquely flexible 
control center that can 
accommodate all manner of  
digital inputs: SPDIF, USB, 
streaming, and raw DSD via the 
proprietary CH-Link between 
the C1 and its companion 
D1 CD/SACD transport. 
An excellent, optional analog 
input board is also available. 
All sources are treated to some 
of  the most advanced digital 
technology extant, and all sound 
richly detailed and dynamically 
impactful. The C1’s performance 
with data streaming from a NAS 
drive deserves special mention 
for stripping away the glaze that 
is all but unavoidable with USB. 
Best used with balanced inputs 
and outputs. AT, 239

Phonostages
Under $2000
Vincent�Audio�PHO-8
$450
Vincent’s phono preamp 
features moving-magnet/
moving-coil flexibility, a massive 
outboard power supply, plus a 
level of  build-quality unusual 
in this price range. Its sound is 
liquid, the soundstage vivid and 

dimensional with just a hint of  
warmth and transient softness 
compared to reference efforts. 
You’ll need a much bigger wallet 
to beat it. NG, 211

Audio�by�Van�Alstine�Vision�
$499
This little marvel’s compact size 
and low cost are made possible 
by the use of  operational 
amplifiers. Frank van Alstine’s 
vision was to select the best-
sounding modern ICs and he 
eventually settled on the highly 
regarded Burr-Brown OPA627 
op-amps. The circuit features 
a flexible mc-cartridge loading 
scheme. Expect plenty of  low-
level detail, a strong bass range, 
and superior dynamic contrasts. 
Transient speed and control can 
only be described as excellent. 
Tonal colors are somewhat 
muted through the upper 
midrange, suggesting that the 
Vision should ideally be matched 
with a romantic-sounding tube 
preamp. DO, 260

Musical�Surroundings�
Phonomena�II+�
$750
The sequel to the original 
Michael Yee design, the 
Phonomena II is based on the 
latest discrete circuitry of  the 
top-flight Nova Phonomena, 
minus the battery pack. Like the 
original it’s easily adjustable and 
quite extended at the extremes, 
with a kind of  heavy gravity in 
the bass octaves. A bit cooler 
and brash on brass fortissimos, 
its sound is alive and electrifying. 
For balance and value the 
Phonomena II is a stunner. NG, 
191

Clearaudio�Basic�Plus
$1000
The Basic Plus is everything a 
modestly priced phonostage 
should be. It’s compact yet 
elegantly finished. It’s switchable 
between mm and mc cartridges. 
A robust outboard power 
supply is included, and yields 
superb isolation from hum and 
RFI. Most significantly, the 
unit delivers a spacious and 
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player is the music. Here, in 
addition to pace and drama, this 
German unit demonstrates a 
rare ability to bring out details 
and inner lines without letting 
them trip over each other. 
Instead, they meld and interact 
exactly as the composer and 
musicians intended. The effect, 
AT says, quoting a highly 
discriminating audiophile friend, 
is “so satisfying I could use a 
cigarette.” AT, 212

CH�Precision�D1�
$37,750
When paired with the 
companion CH Precision C1 
DAC/Pre, the D1 becomes a 
formidable digital front end. 
The two communicate via the 
company’s proprietary CH Link, 
and once you hear its open, 
natural sound, you will never go 
back to SPDIF. Furthermore, 
the CH Link can carry raw 
DSD straight from an SACD 
to the C1. The combination of  
D1, C1, and CH Link results 
in the best SACD sound AT 
has yet heard. As a stand-alone 
digital front end, the D1 is 
excellent but more expensive 
than viable alternatives. Nor can 
one leverage the D1’s raw DSD 
capability if  not mating it to the 
C1. The bottom line is: Buy the 
D1 with the C1. AT, 239

dCS�Vivaldi�
$114,996 (Transport, 
$41,999; Upsampler, 
$21,999; Master Clock, 
$14,999; DAC, $36,999)
Comprising four chassis, the 
Vivaldi system is nothing 
short of  the state of  the art 
in CD, SACD, and computer-

audio playback. The system is 
a no-compromise rethinking 
of  the company’s vaunted 
Scarlatti, updated with newer 
technologies, improved parts, 
and the latest software. The 
four chassis are the CD/
SACD transport, DAC, 
clock, and upsampler. Note 
that you can buy these 
components individually, and 
that the upsampler and clock 
incrementally increase the 
performance. The Vivaldi’s 
sound is like no other, with 
a density of  information, an 
incredible spatial presentation 
that sounds nothing like 
conventional digital, phenomenal 
bass, richness of  tone color, and 
off-the-chart dynamics. RH, 233

Digital-to-Analog 
Converters
Under $1000
Meridian�Direct�DAC
$349
Meridian’s Direct could best be 
described as an Explorer with 
a larger portfolio. Compact yet 
designed for the home rather 
than the street, its mission is 
digital media—from computer 
audio via USB to virtually 
any device with an optical or 
SPDIF input. However, unlike 
Explorer, Direct uses a pair of  
unbalanced RCA output jacks 
permitting audiophiles to exploit 
the potential of  interconnect 
options. With included Meridian 
resolution enhancements such 
as upsampling and apodising, 
it’s a sonic knockout in the 
bargain, recapturing much of  
the realism and dimensionality 
so often missing from digital 
images. A cost-effective solution 
for inoculating a system against 
digital obsolescence. NG, 240

Micromega�MyDAC
$399 
Micromega’s MyDAC is entry-
level in price only. The unit looks 
very much like an Apple AirPort 
Extreme, but with a front-panel 
wheel to select between TosLink, 
coaxial, and asynchronous 
USB inputs. The Micromega 
gives you some sonic attributes 

usually found in much more 
expensive DACs—qualities like 
air around instruments, a sense 
of  three-dimensional space, 
and a laid-back ease. Timbres 
are remarkably smooth and free 
from grain. The bass is solid and 
tight, although the very lowest 
bass lacks ultimate authority. 
RH, 228

Essence�HDACC�DAC
$499
Many audiophiles want to have 
a 2.1 audio system connected 
to a video display. Quite a few 
of  these systems use or plan to 
use an AV pre/pro to convert 
HDMI sources to two-channel 
audio. The Essence HDACC 
offers a better, less expensive, 
and higher-performance way 
to accomplish this (as well as 
supply a digital input and output 
hub). Combine the HDACC 
with a high-quality integrated 
amplifier and a pair of  decent 
loudspeakers (and subwoofer) 
and you have most of  what you 
will need to assemble a high-
performance 2.1-channel audio 
system that can handle anything 
you can throw at it. SS, 259

Arcam�airDAC
$699
Tired of  being limited to high-
res audio only in your listening 
room? The Arcam airDAC is 
the perfect solution for those 
who have second systems in 
another room, but have no way 
of  connecting it to the main 
system or home network. Even 
if  a wired Ethernet connection 
is available, the Arcam airDAC 
will help stream high-res music 
to your system. A sleek app 
for smartphones and the iPad 
allow control of  music. RCA 
output is great for instant high-
res to a system, or optical out 
allows for connection with a 
component DAC. Airplay and 
Ethernet UPnP enabled, the 
airDAC allows you to harness 
modern connectivity and bring 
your system into the twenty-first 
century. SHo, 245

Channel�Islands�Audio�
Transient�II�
$699 
Like the other audio components 
from CIA, the Transient Mark 
II’s exterior is simple and lacks 
the cosmetic frills that increase a 
component’s cost without adding 
to its sonic performance. If  you 
are contemplating spending $700 
or more for a USB to S/PDIF 
converter or USB DAC, you 
should definitely consider the 
Channel Islands Audio Transient 
II. For a reasonable price it lets 
you keep up with the current 
state of  USB 2.0-compliant 
audio, and does it beautifully. SS, 
228

NuForce�DAC-80�
$795 
One thousand to twelve 
hundred dollars seems to be a 
price that many manufacturers 
are aiming at with their latest 
high-performance USB-
enabled DACs. NuForce’s 
entry at this hotly contested 
price point delivers excellent 
sound combined with a useful 
feature set, making it one of  
the products that should be on 
anyone’s short list who is in the 
market for an under-$1200 USB 
DAC/pre. SS, 228

Rotel�RDD-1580
$799 
If  you’re in need of  a high-
quality DAC capable of  PCM 
audio up to 192kHz/24-bit at 
an affordable price (and who 
isn’t), Rotel has designed a 
DAC capable of  producing 
audiophile-quality sound at 
box-store prices. With six digital 
inputs, including USB, coax, 
and optical, plus the ability to 
stream Bluetooth audio from 
your favorite portable devices, 
the Rotel RDD-1580 is a DAC 
that will blow you away without 
blowing the budget. SHo, 243

$1000–$3000
Musical�Surroundings�Mydac�
II�
$1200
The Musical Surroundings 
Mydac II offers a unique 
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