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been there before. (It was particularly

o bvious on the string bass, as in

Decca’s original LP of Mehta doing

Holst’s The Planets—the opening of

“Saturn”—or, say, in Track 7 of The
Thin Red Line soundtrack, where the

orchestra quiets to a pianissimo and

the string bass growl.) The midbass is

the range in which, I have come to

believe, the ear is most unforgiving in

deciding whether sounds are “authen-

tic” or not. Muck up that region, the

fo u n d ation of musical sound, a n d

you’re eventually going to be bored

with the monotonous dum-dum-dum

of the sound.

We l l , M a rchisotto to the re s c u e

again. More minor mods. This time,

h oweve r, something magical hap-

pened. With the midbass in propor-

tion, there was, as we expected, greater

articulation (you could hear the rosin

on the doublebass strings), but, mirac-

ulously, you could also hear low-fre-

quency ambience in a new way. Now

the volume—the size—of the original

recording site became apparent. It’s

easy enough, with a good recording, to

hear the ambience of a hall, but not

the low-frequency ambience that evi-

dently helps recreate a sense of the

hall’s volume. (Many a moon ago, in

reviewing some earlier VTL amplifier

designs, I found I could, given the

superior low-end performance of these

tubed circuits, get a definite impression

of a hall’s size.) 

There was an associated effect that

was very nearly breathtaking, but diffi-

cult to describe if you’ve never heard

it. I’d be tempted to call it midbass

transparency, for now we could hear

straight through the orchestra to the

hall’s back wall. With several systems

of genuine excellence, you can hear

f ro n t - t o - b a ck depth from the lowe r

midrange up through some of the high

frequencies. But, if you pay attention,

you’ll find a kind of “mud” and “con-

fusion” around instruments with their

energies centered in the low to upper

midbass frequencies. Their position is

not so apparent as that of instruments

further up the spectrum—you cannot

hear “around” them, in three dimen-

sions, all that clearly.

But now, with the Gra n d

Re fe re n c e s, t h e re is an uncanny

ve r i s i m i l i t u d e, call it bass to lowe r-

m i d ra n ge tra n s p a re n cy that is re m i n i s-

cent of the old Tympani Ones (fro m

M ag n epan and Acoustic Re s e a rch ) ,

though without quite the tra n s i e n t

“ s l ap ” and “snap ” o f t h at as ye t

unequalled cl a s s i c. B u t , t h e n , i f m e m o-

ry serves aright, those speake rs did not

bring the sense of dimensionality and

b o dy to most low - f re q u e n cy instru-

ments (aside from plucked string bass)

t h at the Alóns now do. S t i l l , I believe

t h at the bottom octave, assuming its

t ransient art i c u l ation is not hampere d

by the many ports in the two bass tow-

e rs, is not the definitional equal of t h e

rest of the system, even if quite ove r-

whelming taken on its own term s.

So what was, once upon a review,

an excellent speaker—Alón’s best and

f u rthest dep a rt u re from its house

sound—has become a g reat one, verg-

ing on the state of the art and worthy

of the five stars I now bestow.

h p ’ s  w o r k s h o p
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I always find the assembling of a rec-

ommended system akin to sailing

North Carolina’s Outer Banks, tricky

and with the potential for well-nigh

fatal misunderstandings.

My first thought was to alternate

my choice for an ultimate system with

one nearly as good but dramatically

less pricey, one centered aro u n d

M ag n ep a n’s strat o s p h e r i c a l ly go o d

MG-20.1, itself one-tenth as dear as

the Alón Grand Reference, but only

marginally less impressive.

But, after some serious thinking-it-

over, I decided that there was a dan-

ger—the shoals—in simply commend-

ing one set of associated gear with the

Maggies. Provided you give it enough

muscle, the Alón is likely to sound

astounding;it would take a near nit-wit

to mismatch it, so powerful a sonic sig-

nature does it have.

On the other hand, the Maggies

will change sonic complexion at the

drop of a hang-nail, and for any par-

ticular combination of gear you use

with it,there will be equally convincing

alternate approaches that will yield

often dramatically different outcomes.

The combination I was going to pro-

pose, centered around the new Gamut

2 5 0 - watt monobl o ck amplifiers and

Wyetech Opal tubed line stage, would

have been reticent, highly musical and

s u b t l e. S u b s t i t u t i n g, s ay, the Jo u l e

Electra Rite of Passage monoblocks,

would have yielded a sound with, shall

we say, much more testicular capacity,

particularly if the Burmester 001 CD

player were inserted into the chain.

That’s a for instance, and I could keep

on piling proposed combinations up,

some that would show the speaker’s

t ra n s p a re n cy and see-into lucence,

others that would demonstrate its low-

end ability to shiver the rafter timbers.

No particular combination I could

devise, in the rush to early judgment,

could show off all the glories of which

the Maggies are capable.

And that is the p ro blem with any

recommended system. You find yo u r-

s e l f wondering if a nyone will assem-

ble ex a c t ly wh at you found to be an

optimal combinat i o n , and furt h e r,

wondering if a nyone should, g ive n

the wide va r i ations in room acoustics,

musical tastes, and individual idiosyn-

c ra s i e s. I well recall trying to set up a

super system at the so-called h i g h - e n d

S h ow last ye a r, o n ly to find that fo l k s

we re not only fussing with the sys-

t e m ’s critical settings, but playing the

d a rned thing so loud as to make

moot its considerable virt u e s. All of

wh i ch , to be sure, i nvited the hye n a s

in for the kill.

We l l , exc ept for the power rat i n g

o f the amplifier, I think yo u ’ll find, at

least on material from compact discs,

this system to be bu l l e t p ro o f.

I f you want more powe r, p owe r

b eyond ex p e c t at i o n , you can substi-

tute V T L’s 1250 wat t - p e r- ch a n n e l

Wo t a n s, wh i ch will tra n s c e n d , w i t h

Clearaudio Master Reference Playback System

Recommended Sys t e m s

H P ’s Recommended Sys t e m
S ystem Number One: 
No Holds Barr e d
• Alón Grand Reference Revised speaker system

( $ 1 2 0 , 0 0 0 )

• Aesthetix Callisto line stage ($13,500  

w/dual power supplies)

• Joule Electra Rite of Passage amplifier ($21,000)

• VTL Wotan amplifier ($27,500/pair)

• Clearaudio Master Reference Playback 

System with Clearaudio/Souther SLT arm

($18,500)

• Lyra/Helikon moving-coil cartridge ($1,995)

or

• Graham Nightingale pick-up arm/cartridge 

combination ($1,995) 

• Tom Evans The Groove phono preamplifier 

($2,940)

• Burmester 969 CD player and 970 DAC

($27,930 & $30,670,respectively)

• Edge NL Signature One monoblock 

amplifiers ($31,200/pair)

• Krell KMA-150 Class A monoblock 

amplifiers ($7,900/pair)

• Nordost Valhalla interconnects ($3,800/

1.5 meter pair)

• Nordost Valhalla speaker cables ($6,100/

2 meter pair)

System Total: About $300,000

S ystem Number Tw o :
The Challenger
• Magnepan MG-20.1 loudspeaker system 

($12,000/pair)

• Wyetech Opal tubed phono stage ($7,500)

• Gamut CD-1 player ($2,995)

• Gamut M 250 monoblock solid-state 

amplifiers ($11,000/pair) 

• Nordost Vallhalla interconnects ($3,800/1.5

meter pair)

• Nordost Valhalla speaker cables ($6,100/

2 meter pair) 

System Total: $65,900
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e a s e, a ny crescendi from any re c o rd-

i n g s. The recommended Edge NL-

O n e s, d r iving the towe rs in an ave r-

age sized ro o m , will do just ab o u t

eve rything save the acid tests posed by

a CD like G l a d i a t o r or an LP like the

Classic Re c o rds reissue of t h e

M e rc u ry Dorati-led Strav i n s ky

F i re b i rd. On re c o rdings like these, t h e

ffff cl i m a xes will either sound dirty and

d i s t o rted (but only these most intense

moments)—as in G l a d i a t o r—or dis-

t u r b i n gly bright—as in the F i re b i rd.

Let me be clear ab o u t

t h i s : The Wotans are fo r

t h at half per cent (or

less) of musical moments

t h at will strain any sys-

t e m ’s re s o u rc e s. Th ey

w i l l , i f i n s e rted into the

s y s t e m , be somewh at

m o re colored than the

E d ge s, a n d , c o nve rs e ly,

s o m ewh at richer in the

rendering of h a rm o n i c

i n fo rm at i o n . ( Re m e m b e r

t h at I said: S o m ewh at .

And meant it.)

I chose the Va l h a l l a

c ables and interc o n n e c t s

s i m p ly because, in my

ex p e r i e n c e, t h ey con-

t r i bute no sound (that I

can detect) to any system

into wh i ch they are

i n s e rt e d . A first in my

ex p e r i e n c e. Ye s, t h ey will

send you into your sav-

ings account, or towa rd

a second mort gage, bu t

you are n’t going to have

to replace them anytime during the

n ext decade or so. For the rev i ewe r,

h aving a cable that wo rks superbly in

e a ch and eve ry system and tops that

by wo rking without imposing its ow n

n at u re on the sound means you have

a constant, not just another va r i abl e

t h at has to be wo rked aro u n d . For the

music lover in me, s u ch brings yo u

just one step closer to the ideal of

hearing back through the chain to the

original perfo rmance (a phrase firs t

used in A u d i o to describe Stewa rt

H ege m a n’s Citation amplifiers ) .

We have discussed the Burm e s t e r

CD system at some length in these

p ages and I am going to re fer you to

b a ck issues if you want to ex p l o re

their “sound” at some length. At last,

t h e re are competitors coming up fro m

the rear to ch a l l e n ge some of t h e

B u rm e s t e r ’s king-of-the-mountain

s t at u s. The humbly priced Gamu t

CD-1 playe r, while no Burm e s t e r

k i l l e r, does have a gre ater truth and

musicality in the middle fre q u e n c i e s,

s u ggesting that an update ought to be

in the makings, whether it is or not at

the German fa c t o ry. I , for one, wo n-

der if f u t u re Burm e s t e rs can ach i eve

the airy, f re e - fl o ating highs they now

so beautifully render without the belt-

d r ive, p ivo t e d - a rm mechanism that its

m a nu fa c t u rer has discontinued (bu t

not befo re Burmester bought up all

the existing stock ) . In the recent eva l-

u at i o n s, it was interesting to hear the

B u rmester playing back hy b r i d

S ACD discs more nat u ra l ly and mu s i-

c a l ly than any S ACD player we could

rustle up.

We have also discussed the virtues of

the Clearaudio play b a ck gear at some

l e n g t h , wh i l e, p e r h ap s, i n s u ff i c i e n t ly

emphasizing the kingdom of t we a k d o m

yo u ’ll have to enter to get the best re s u l t s

out of the Clearaudio/Souther arm ,

wh i ch not only must be kept meticulous-

ly cl e a n , but is the ve ry devil to adjust

either at the outset or wh e n ever yo u

want to ch a n ge a setting.

And so, as an altern at e, I wo u l d

recommend the latest iteration of t h e

classic Graham unipivot arm , a l o n g

with the Nightingale cart r i d ge (a va r i-

ation on the Tra n s f i g u ration design).

It can, along with two other arm s, b e

mounted on the Clearaudio tabl e,

and it is a snap to main-

t a i n , and since it may be

obtained with other

a rm / c a rt r i d ge tubes,

b a ck and fo rth play t i m e

is easily accomplished.

H oweve r, the Gra h a m

combo sounds quite,

quite diffe rent from the

S o u t h e r / H e l i ko n , n o t

n e a rly so re l a xed and

u n c o l o re d , though dark-

er and, just may b e, m o re

p re c i s e. I f I we re re a l ly in

the mood for fun and

ga m e s, I ’d get a V P I

JMW Memorial arm , t h e

1 2 - i n ch ve rs i o n , with one

o f the new Dynave c t o r

m oving coil cart r i d ge s,

wh i ch are eye - o p e n e rs

and rep resent a tri-

umphant re t u rn to fo rm

for that company.

While we are at it, I

cannot say it often

e n o u g h : Tom Eva n s ’

ExCell Power Solutions

The Gro ove phono stage is, dollar fo r

d o l l a r, the best buy in sep a rate phono

s t age s, a ny wh e re, a ny p l a c e. (And he

has a preamp at the re a dy, and wa i t i n g

for rev i ew!) Yo u ’d never know it wa s

s o l i d - s t ate just from the listening. A n d

t h at ’s the first time I can say that

about a tra n s i s t o r i zed phono stage. I

cannot imagine it easily being bet-

t e re d .

The true secret of this system lies

in both its width of f re q u e n cy

response and in its ability to rep ro-

duce dynamic gra d i e n t s, f rom the

ve ry soft ( p p p ) to the top-of-the-

wo rld ma! fo rtissimos ( ffff ) . And no

Recommended Sys t e m s

Aesthetix Callisto Line Stage
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other line stage in my ex p e r i e n c e

c ap t u res those dynamics and their

c o n t rasts with gre ater truth than the

new Callisto from A e s t h e t i x . I t ’s a

tubed unit, l i ke his Io phono stage of

s eve ral ye a rs back , a n d , l i ke the Io, i t

has a “ch a ra c t e r,” weighted towa rd

the lower half o f the spectru m . Th at

i s, i t ’s a bit dark (see rev i ew, to come),

wh i ch , o rd i n a r i ly, would have me on

full alert . B u t , this is one of t h o s e

times when I feel fo rced to trade off

some of the hard - won neutra l i t y

we ’ve been striving for to get the

gre ater truth of a c c u rate tracing of

dynamic sw i n g s. C a rl March i s o t t o

designed the Grand Re fe rences to

h ave a consistent dynamic enve l o p e

top-to-bottom and it is only with this

line stage that you can ap p re c i ate the

d egree of his ach i eve m e n t .

E l s ewh e re in this issue’s

Wo rk s h o p, I ’ve discussed some sig-

nificant improvements to the A l ó n s,

most of wh i ch have taken place in

the lower fre q u e n c i e s. And there

you will find the justification for the

sw i t ch to a diffe rent Krell amplifier,

the Class A series of K M A

m o n o bl o ck s. And there you will

read a description of h ow the

s p e a ker sounds with these part i c u-

lar components.

Truth to tell, I find it easier to

describe a component taken alone, a s

opposed to describing the sound of

an entire system. This particular one

n ow, with the Alón rev i s i o n s, has few

s h o rt c o m i n g s, and no significant

o n e s, at least in terms of its coher-

e n c e, its cove rage of the entire fre-

q u e n cy spectru m , a n d , for the here

and now, its ability to suggest the

kind of dynamic nuances and con-

t rasts you can find in the real thing.

It does have a ch a ra c t e r, one that

stands in apposition to the more

n e u t ral and tra n s p a rent Maggi e s. I ’d

call it liquid, m o re than a little

ro m a n t i c, and easy on the ears no

m atter wh at the play b a ck leve l —

c o nve n t i o n a l d i s t o rtions just don’t

seem to exist with the Grand Re fe re n c e.

But wh i ch , you might ask, is the more

t ruthful? And that , my friends, d ep e n d s

on ex a c t ly wh i ch parts of t h at truth yo u

most va l u e.

Recommended Sys t e m s


