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WITH LP SALES DOUBLING IN THE PAST 
YEAR, THE NUMBER OF NEW ANALOG 
PRODUCT INTRODUCTIONS AT CES 2009 WAS 
STAGGERING, PARTICULARLY IN THE LUXURY 
AND HIGH-END SEGMENTS. NOT ONLY WERE 
THERE NEW ASSAULTS ON THE STATE-OF-
THE-ART, BUT FULL LINES OF EUROPEAN 
TURNTABLE SYSTEMS FROM COMPANIES 
SUCH AS MONTEGIRO AND GOLDENOTE WERE 
INTRODUCED TO THESE SHORES. 

TURNTABLES
Ultra-high-end turntable systems helped 
produce some of  the fi nest sounds of  the 
show. The use of  magnetic suspension to 
fl oat platters, magnetic drive, twelve-inch 
arms, exotic materials, and sophisticated 
stands to isolate ’tables from structural 

resonances were in evidence at this year’s 
CES. Clearaudio was demonstrating its 
Statement ’table ($150,000), which uses 
both magnetic drive and suspension, with 
its Goldfi nger v2 cartridge ($10,000), 
Aesthetix electronics, and Vandersteen 
Model 7 loudspeakers. While the 
Statement is not new, it was the fi rst time 
I heard it in action. Its ability to extract 
low-level details was uncanny.

Another German company, Transrotor, 
introduced its own statement ’table, 
“The Argos” ($250,000), which also 
uses magnetic drive, but its remarkable 
Cardanic Suspension automatically 
adjusts to keep the Argos isolated from 
structural vibrations and level even in an 
earthquake. At a more modest $5000, 
Transrotor’s “Dark Star” is pre-set-up 
with arm and cartridge so all the user 
needs to do is to affi x the counterweight. 

The SME 30/12 ($50,000 with SME 
V-12 arm) coupled with a production 
version of  Sumiko’s Palo Santos 
Presentation cartridge ($3500) was 
producing a large, focused soundstage 
with wonderful coherence and fi ne 
detail through a jet-black background 
via Audio Research electronics and the 
delightful Vienna Acoustics “The Kiss” 
loudspeakers. SME’s new V-12 tonearm 
is essentially a Series V arm extended 
to 12", with dynamic-tracking force, a 

non-detachable headshell, and the Series 
V’s counterweight mechanism. Like 
the 20/12, the 30/12’s chassis is more 
massive and extended to accommodate 
the 12" arm; yet all the damping happens 
in the 30/12’s four towers, instead of  
the center. The SME V-12 arm will be 
available separately for $7000.

DaVinci Audio Labs premiered 
a luscious turntable derived from the 
company’s fl agship “AAS Gabriel.” The 
“In Unison” ’table ($26,850) uses the 
same custom motor, aluminum with 
copper platter, and magnetic bearing as 
the “Gabriel,” but with an aluminum base. 
It was producing exquisite sound using 
the company’s outstanding Grandezza 
($11,635) and Nobile ($7750) tonearms 
with Grandezza MC cartridge ($7300).

Bergmann was demonstrating its 
Simdre turntable system with an air-
bearing platter and linear-tracking arm. 
What’s different about this system from 
other linear-tracking systems, in my 
experience, is the ease of  setup. I went 
through the set-up process and it looked 
like a snap. Better still, the Bergmann 
front end coupled with German Physiks 
speakers was producing a huge soundstage 
with space between the performers across 
a black background, and I couldn’t hear 
the in-room air pump.

The Clearaudio Innovation Wood
’table ($10,000) with its 
Universal Arm ($5000) and 
Da Vinci cartridge ($5500), 
coupled with Aesthetix 
electronics and Vandersteen 
Quattro speakers, had superb 
ambience and fi ne detail 
retrieval. The Innovation 
relies on a DC motor with 
an innovative optical speed 
controller, as well as a 
sandwiched PanzerHolz-
and-aluminum tri-star plinth 
to reduce resonances. Like all 
Clearaudio ’tables, including 
the entry-level Emotion
($1400), it uses a Ceramic 
Magnetic Bearing (CMB) to 
fl oat the platter, 

The Pro-Ject Xtension 
($6000) moves that company 
into higher realms in 

performance and price. Like the Pro-Ject 
RM-10, it uses opposing rings of  magnets 
to fl oat the platter, but the Xtension also 
uses magnetic repulsion for its feet, and 
includes an integrated speed controller. 
It comes with a twelve-inch Evolution 

Turntables, Cartridges, 
& Phonostages

Jim Hannon

il/ 2009 h b l t S d

Bergmann air-bearing platter and arm

SME 3012 with V-12 arm

Jolanda
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PHONO 
CARTRIDGES
All of  these new turntables and tonearms 
would be for naught without great phono 
cartridges. Dynavector introduced its 
XV-1T low output (0.3mV) moving-coil 
cartridge, which has the 
same structure as the DRT 
XV-1S, but with improved 
magnets and armature, 
different coils, and a new 
body material. It sounded 
very detailed, yet quite 
musical on Dynavector’s 
new DV-500 ($3000), 
the same ’table as the Well-Tempered 
Amadeus but cut for a Dynavector 507 
MkII arm. 

From what I heard at the show, I could 
live happily with the Sumiko Palo Santos 
Presentation, the Clearaudio “da Vinci” 
cartridge ($5500), which uses the same v2 
generator as the Goldfi nger, or the new 
S-series Benz LP-S ($5000). Koestu 
USA’s new Azule cartridge ($10k) made 
of  rare stone from France was on silent 
display, and I can’t wait to hear “the real” 
versions of  Koetsu’s Urushi Vermillion 
and Tsugaru cartridges, reported to have 
been created by the elder Sugano prior to 
his passing. 

PHONOSTAGES
Pass Labs introduced its new high-
performance phonostage, the SCP-1
(less than $4000), which has up to 76dB 
of  gain. Unlike the two-chassis Xono, 
which it replaces, the SCP-1 has a single 
chassis, and better parts and power 
supply, user-confi gurable loading and 
gain (via DIP switches), and a lower noise 
fl oor. It drove the low output (0.11 mV) 

Ortofon MC7500 effortlessly in a system 
with a Basis 2800/Vector 4 arm, and Pass 
Labs electronics and SR-1 speakers. The 
sound was utterly quiet, highly resolved, 
extended at the frequency extremes, and 
very natural on Cantate Domino.

Jim Fosgate, most known for his work 
developing surround sound, has returned 
to his stereo roots with his Fosgate 
Signature tube phono preamp ($2500). 
This seven-tube, dual-mono unit features 
mc/mm switching, variable loading 
settings, and no solid-state devices in 
its signal path. I heard it coupled with a 
Clearaudio Master Solution ’table with 
Helius Designs Omega Silver Ruby 
arm, and Benz LP cartridge, Teresonic 
Reference 2A3 integrated amplifi er, and 
Ingenium Silver Loudspeakers at T.H.E. 
Show, and I have never heard a Lowther-
based single-driver system sound 
smoother or produce more bass, yet still 
maintain its retrieval of  fi ne details. 

Battery power was implemented in two 
promising phonostages. 
Ron Sutherland introduced 
his Sutherland Labs 
Hubble, a dual-mono 
design with ingenious plug-
in confi guration modules 
for cartridge-loading. It 
replaces the Ph.D. phono-
stage and has manual 

control to adjust how long the unit is 
powered up. The design looks incredibly 
“clean.” Nagra’s R&D chief, Jean-Claude 
Schlup, was demonstrating his small BPS 
phonostage ($2395), which has a circuit 
similar to Nagra’s VPS, but in a smaller, 
less costly, transistorized package. Indeed, 
this circuit looks like it could also fi nd its 
way into other Nagra preamplifi ers or 
linestages.

BEST SOUND
The Magico M5 system could 
easily get the nod, but the 
Herron Audio room (Herron 
electronics/prototype 2104A 
speakers, VPI front-end) 
came as close to capturing 
the sound of the recording 
venue as I heard. 

MOST SIGNIFICANT NEW 
PRODUCT
The SME 30/12, with its 
extended chassis and new 
12" Series V tonearm, could 
raise the bar in the high-end 
turntable sweepstakes if it 
produces performance gains 
similar to those of the SME 
20/12.

BIGGEST BARGAIN
Direct-to-disc recordings 
from DirectGrace records 
and IsoMike DSD recordings 
not only sound amazing, 
but all proceeds go to great 
social causes (rescuing 
children, helping music 
students).  

MOST IMPORTANT TRENDS
The sound at CES was never 
better, aided by terrifi c 
turntable systems, reel-
to-reel units playing Tape 
Project tapes, and high-
resolution digital front ends.

BIGGEST SURPRISE
How good high-resolution 
digital multichannel can 
sound. Ray Kimber’s system 
(EMM Labs front-end, 
Pass 350.5, and four TAD 
Reference One speakers) 
playing DSD IsoMike 
recordings brought the 
performance into the room. 

With LP sales 
doubling in 
the past year, 
the number 
of new analog 
products at 
CES 2009 was 
staggering.

Turntables, 
Cartridges, 

& Phonostages

Da Vinci In-Unison turntable

JIM HANNON’S 
BEST OF SHOW
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darker than I’m used to from Minis 
(and from the ARC amplifi cation I used 
with them), but, by God, it was still 
great. Wotta loudspeaker! I actually got 
goosebumps listening to several of  my 
old familiar cuts—the presentation was 
that realistic and that gorgeous. Soulution 
gear doesn’t sound anything like dark in 
my home system, so maybe the room or 
setup or electricity was playing a part. In 
any case, it didn’t matter—if  you want 
the best mini money can buy, here she 
is, folks. And if  you’re looking for the 
best solid-state I’ve yet heard, I have the 
Soulution.

The Magico V3s were also being 
shown with Tenor electronics and a 
Continuum Caliburn turntable. Though 
the sound was quite lovely, it was also 
darkish. Plus I didn’t hear the kind of  
detail I’m used to hearing on Norah 
Jones’ voice and the control of  that big 
Fender bass wasn’t as taut as it was in 
several other exhibits. I’m not yet sold on 

the new Tenor electronics, which seemed 
to have had a similar darkening/fattening 
effect on a Kharma speaker in Munich 
(also being source from a Continuum 
Caliburn). However, I have to admit that 
I had an entirely different reaction in a 
different Tenor room (see below), so 
maybe it was just the room itself  that was 
problematical.

Next was one of  the most fascinating 
rooms at CES: the Da Vinci Audio Labs 
suite, where I heard the $100k+, tall, 
multiway, dipole, fl oorstanding Da Vinci 

Virtù loudspeaker, driven by Da Vinci 
electronics and sourced by a superb Da 
Vinci Unison ’table. After an adjustment 
was made to the woofers on Day One, 
the sound was…phenomenal, with a level 
of  inner detail, dynamic nuance and scale, 
timbral accuracy, and sheer you-are-there 
realism that matched anything else at 
the show (except, perhaps, for the M5). 
After I listened to the torture-test Attila 
Bozay recording, I wrote in my notepad: 
Incroyable! And it was incredible. I don’t 
know how real-world these very odd and 
odd-looking speakers are at this point. 
They appear to use a single full-range 
driver buttressed by two active woofers. 
All drivers are fi eld coil, specially made 
for Da Vinci by FERTIN Acoustic with 
decoupled baskets and unique cones in an 
open-baffl e enclosure made on one side 
of  the same tonewood used in violin-
making and on the other of  a special 
constrained-layer damping material. 
All I can say is that the Virtùs sounded 

uncannily realistic on the LPs I brought 
with me to the show. Along with the 
Vandersteen 7s (and two others we will 
come to), this was the third-best sound 
of  the show.

NTT Labs was showing a silver-
painted four-way $158k fl oorstander 
that looked like a MAXX Series 3. Open, 
airy, a little bright in the upper mids, it 
was quite impressively transparent, with 
a nice bit of  delicacy on all voices and 
instruments. A promising debut.

Like everything else at this show, the 
$54k Scaena 3.2 ribbon/cone 
line array (with two outboard 
subs) sounded far better than I’ve 
heard any Scaena speaker sound 
in the past three years, fi nally 
achieving the kind of  coherence, 
sonic invisibility, and realism 
that a certain other gent in this 
mag has said they have. Powered 
by VTL and dCS, the Scaenas 
made child’s play of  the tough 
Mario Lanza disc, making both 
his voice and the piano sound 
extraordinarily open, clean, and 
free-standing (rather like an MBL, 
without quite as much three-
dimensionality). The 3.2 was also 
better dynamically—I heard only 
the slightest bit of  stress on the 
loudest ffffs (and that could have 
been the amps crapping out). 
Why hasn’t it showed anything 
like this well in the past? Well, 
there was considerable distance 

between the panels and the back wall 
and the subs were a long way from the 
line array (disguising, perhaps, the usual 
incoherence between sub and sat), plus 
the 3.2 had been improved with new caps 
and better wiring. Whatever the reasons, 
at CES 2009 the Scaenas were friggin’ great.

The $23.9k multiway fl oorstanding 
Eggleston Works Andra III with 
Grand Prix ’table for a source and ARC 
and Ayre electronics was quite pleasant, 
but a little dark, hooded, and lacking in 
delicacy to my ear. Perhaps the room was 
the problem.

Another long-time personal favorite, 
MBL, was showing a revised version of  
its 111s, the $35k MBL 111F (“F” for 
fi fth generation), driven, of  course, by 
MBL’s superb electronics. I’d have to say, 
on the basis of  several auditions of  the 
new generation of  MBL gear, that this 
company has genuinely improved what 
was already an extraordinary product 
line. What is different now, in the 111F 

Loudspeakers

$20K+
Scaena 3.2

Da Vinci Virtù

Jolanda
Hervorheben

Jolanda
Hervorheben

Jolanda
Hervorheben

Jolanda
Hervorheben
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signal-grounding cable between preamp 
and amp. The CD player was a Zanden. 
I’ve heard the BALabo solid-state 
electronics before (Alon Wolf  used them 
a couple of  years ago with his Model 6s), 
and they are very special. What a system!

We come now to a truly magnifi cent 
system: the Wilson MAXX Series 3s
driven by $140k Lamm Audio Industries 
ML-3 amplifi ers. There was a lot of  
gorgeous sound at this year’s CES, but this 
room was the most gorgeous. Incredibly 
dense in tone color and texture, magnifi cent 
in low-level resolution and dynamic scale, 
voluminous in soundstaging, it was so 
exquisite (and so realistic) that it simply 
disarmed criticism. I listened 
to Crash Test Dummies’ 
terrifi c “Superman’s Song” 
and Shawn Colvin’s cover 
of  “Seven-Year Ache” 
with my mouth open…the 
sonics were that ravishingly 
beautiful. If  I had any 
criticism, it might have been 
that the sound was simply too beautiful—
though very very realistic, nonetheless. But 
I kinda doubt whether “too beautiful” will 
bother any of  you guys. Along with the 
Boulder/MAXX Series 3 room (with an 
entirely different presentation), this was far 
and away the second-best sound at CES.

In one of  those collosal Sands Expo 
rooms, where nothing ever sounds good, 
I heard a speaker sound great. It was the 
$20k three-way Amphion Krypton 2  with 
cardioid disperson, originally designed by 
Anssi Hyvonen and updated and improved 

by my old friend (and former GamuT-
amplifi er designer) Ole Lund Christensen 
using “Gradient-like” technology aimed 
at taking the room out of  the equation. 
Ole and Amphion couldn’t have picked 
a better (or worse) room to prove their 
point, and prove it they did. The sound 
here was amazingly neutral and natural 
and open. It was also very realistic. I don’t 
know how many times in how many shows 
I’ve listened to “Keys to the Highway,” but 
this was the fi rst time I heard ambience 
around Guitar Gabriel’s voice. This is an 
extraordinarily neutral, extraordinarily 
high-resolution loudspeaker system that 
defi nitely needs to be reviewed in TAS. 

Another tie for third-best 
sound at CES.

And to round things off, 
Hansen also made the best 
showing by far that I’ve heard 
from this company with 
its 3.5-way fl oorstanding 
Emperor driven by a 
Tenor electronics and a 

Continuum Criterion turntable. Not only 
was this the best sound I’ve heard from 
a Hansen speaker, it was also best sound 
I’ve heard from Tenor electronics. A little 
dark and just a bit chunky in the bass, the 
Emperor was so delicate, so spacious, so 
dense in timbre and texture that it turned 
Bozay’s “Improvisations” into a Roman 
candle—simply extraordinary color and 
reproduction of  very-low-level detail on 
the zither’s strings. Though not quite as 
exceptional at high-level dynamics, it was 
still breathtaking and oh-so-lovely. TAS

Loudspeakers

$20K+

BEST SOUND
The Magico M5. With the 
Wilson MAXX Series 3 (in 
both the Boulder and Lamm 
rooms) coming in second, and 
the Vandersteen Model 7, the 
Da Vinci Virtù, the Perfect8 
Technologies The Source, 
and the Amphion Krypton 2  
tied for third. This said, there 
really wasn’t a loser at this CES.

MOST SIGNIFCANT NEW 
PRODUCT
The Magico M5.

BIGGEST BARGAIN
Ole Lund Christensen’s $19.9k 
Amphion Krypton 2, which 
is said to use Gradient-like 
technology to take the room 
out of the equation and 
seemed to do just that. 

MOST IMPORTANT TREND
Things are getting better, 
sonically speaking—better 
than I’ve heard in nearly forty 
years of listening to hi-fi . CES 
was a testament to this. The 
noise and colorations we’ve 
grown so used to over the 
years are going down or away 
in the very best products, 
making the job of audio 
criticism a lot harder to do, 
and making an audiophile’s 
life a lot better. Now if the 
economy will only cooperate, 
some of you may get the 
chance to hear for yourself.

BIGGEST SURPRISE
The CES 2009 itself, which 
was, once again, the best-
sounding hi-fi  show I’ve 
ever attended—and this in 
the worst economic times 
since the Great Depression. 
Who’d’ve thunk it? My hat 
is off to the high end. I 
just hope you guys will be 
rewarded for what you’ve 
accomplished.

The Hansen Emperor in the Kubala-Sosna room

JV’S BEST 
OF SHOW




