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EXPLORING THE ANALOG ADVENTURE

of living—way better than words, which 

seem better suited to explaining ideas than 

describing sensations or feelings.

Nevertheless, the effect of swapping 

in a new DAC is simple to assess: I just 

notice what I notice that I didn’t notice 

before, with the old DAC. In this case, my 

first impression with the Lina playing 

the Poor Things soundtrack (24/48 FLAC, 

Sony-Milan/Qobuz) was how spatially 

expansive and physically present it made 

the soundtrack sound, and how big-screen 

it made the soundspace “look.”

During my first day of listening, I wrote 

“feels real” in my notes. What I meant by 

that (I think) was unimpinged. The Lina was 

offering an extraordinarily clear view of 

I 
was at least 40' away when I spied my first dCS Lina stack at CanJam.

It was black, sitting conspicuously on a table emitting a strong Space Odyssey Mono-

lith vibe. I can’t remember which headphones I used, but I do remember how good 

it felt to face the stack and experience its startling clarity, showing off the bass end 

of a piano keyboard with a force I could feel in my shoulders. That impactful piano bass 

plus the stack’s matte-finish, neo-Brutalist façade, and feels-like-cashmere volume control, 

made a strong first impression.

We all know everything sounds like what it looks like—right? It also sounds like what 

it’s made of, who made it, and how much it costs. Well, the $13,500 Lina D/A converter 

could hardly look more different or feel or cost more different than the $46,500 dCS Vivaldi. 

The Lina is dCS’s lowest priced streaming DAC, so it has to sound less good than my long-

term reference Bartók, or the Bartók Apex I reviewed in GD75. That’s just logical, right?

I also wondered, what can the Lina 

DAC do that my beloved $6500 Denafrips 

Terminator Plus D/A converter, or the 

excitement-inducing $3098 KTE Edition of 

HoloAudio’s Spring 3, cannot do?

First listen
My quest to address those questions 

began with the first recording I streamed 

through the Lina via its Mosaic control 

app: the soundtrack to the 2023 movie Poor 

Things, which I have not yet seen. When 

I’m looking forward to a new film, as I am to 

Yorgos Lanthimos’s latest, I read every-

thing I can about it, watch the trailer, and 

learn the plot. I might even go to YouTube 

and watch talk show appearances featur-

ing the movie’s principal actors. Always, 

when I am extra excited about a film, I 

buy or stream the soundtrack. If I hate the 

soundtrack, I may never watch the film. If I 

like the soundtrack, I might play it over and 

over until I have it almost memorized. That 

way, when I see the film, I can watch how 

its sound and visuals are woven together 

and get a sense of how the director wanted 

the audience to respond emotionally to the 

narrative.

The chief reason I am stoked for Poor 

Things is that it stars three talented actors 

with strong faces and dynamic personas: 

Emma Stone, Mark Ruffalo, and Willem 

Dafoe. And now, after playing Jerskin 

Fendrix’s soundtrack a half-dozen times 

through the dCS Lina DAC, I am fascinated 

by how most of the sounds, on most of the 

tracks, appear to suggest the dynamic real-

time thinking of Emma Stone’s character 

Bella. Each scene’s sounds flow like quick-

moving thoughts, making me feel like I 

am observing Bella’s mind operating just 

behind her big, wild eyes.

With the Lina DAC, the Poor Things 

soundtrack demonstrated how easily music 

can communicate the inner experience 

The Lina chronicles
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most streamed 16/44.1 files sound blurry 

and virtual. I’m using a $250 CD player as a 

transport feeding the Lina’s S/PDIF input 

and marveling at the obvious, qualitative 

difference between CD sound and stream-

ing sound. Which one’s better? This is an 

aesthetic-sensibility question you must 

answer for yourself. What I know is, I just 

ordered more CDs.

What makes analog master tapes so 

mesmerizing is how they present record-

ings with what feels like complete coher-

ence, as if every magnetic particle is being 

vacuumed off the surface of the tape. In a 

similar fashion, the Lina presented record-

ings with what felt like complete digital 

coherence. With a teaspoon of analog salt.

Lina DAC and headphone amp
I was enjoying how clear, solid, and expan-

sive the Lina DAC sounded playing through 

my Falcons when I got to wondering if 

those impressions would be corroborated 

at higher resolutions using the Lina head-

phone amp ($9750; see footnote  2) power-

ing a few of the world’s finest transducers.

I started with Meze Audio’s 32 ohm, 

101dB/mW Elite headphones playing the 

Poor Things soundtrack via Qobuz and the 

dCS Mosaic app. What I mean is, micro 

and macro dynamics were many times 

enhanced compared to my Falcons. What 

I wrote earlier about this recording was 

now doubly true: “some amount of the 

uncompressed theater version was coming 

At no previous time had 
my LS3/5a’s sounded this 
transparent or awake.

were Upsampling: DXD; Filter: 3; Mapper 

3; DSD Filter: 4 (DSD ×2). With those new 

settings, the sound was immediately, recog-

nizably different, but how it was different I 

couldn’t say without further listening.

At one point during that further listen-

ing, I felt the urge to play my cherished 

three-CD set of Samson François playing 

Debussy’s piano music. These Warner 

Classics discs (50999 638754 2 3) are “24-bit 

remastered,” and even through my iPhone, 

they come across as thrilling adventures. 

But now, with the Lina driven by the coaxial 

output of my almost-free Onkyo C-7030 

CD player, they were more thrilling than 

ever because they sounded realistically 

solid. The Onkyo-Lina combo displayed an 

extra-ordinary amount of note-pushing 

force from the piano keyboard, taking my 

Debussy listening to the next level.

I’ve discussed a lot of piano music 

because the Lina DAC has a special knack 

for making pianos sound like large, dense 

structures with a tremendously powerful 

output, even when playing quietly. This 

facet of the Lina’s performance suggests 

it’s delivering musical information that my 

other DACs are not.

My listening to the Lina led me to ask, 

not for the first time: Why do CDs sound 

more there than streams? In my system, the 

acuter, denser presentation of CDs makes 

Gieseking played these Ravel sound poems 

with brilliance and light-saber precision, 

especially on the second poem, “Le Gibet” 

(“The gallows”); the metronomic ticking of 

the last seconds of the prisoner’s life was 

riveting and bell-clear. By the end of this 

5:48 track, it was obvious that the Lina was 

presenting Gieseking’s Ravel with more 

corporality and stronger forward drive 

than I get from the HoloAudio May KTE or 

the Denafrips Terminator Plus. The bass 

and treble ends of Gieseking’s keyboard 

were denser and more energized than with 

the May or Terminator DACs.

On Gaspard de la nuit’s last movement, 

“Scarbo,” the Lina exposed Gieseking’s 

small-note mastery of Ravel’s devilish-to-

play composition. The Lina sorted Scarbo 

in a manner that made its tiniest parts 

more observable and comprehensible, 

something this composition requires to be 

enjoyable.

After spending a few days in the vision-

inducing realms of Debussy and Ravel, 

I pressed further into the 20th century 

with the music of Alexander Scriabin via 

the album Alexander Scriabin: The Poem 

of Ecstasy, Op.54, Prometheus, Op.60 & 

Piano Sonata No. 5, Op.53 (24/96 FLAC, BIS/

Qobuz), with the Singapore Symphony 

Orchestra conducted by Lan Shui and with 

Yevgeny Sudbin on piano. I searched, as 

I usually do when listening to Scriabin, 

for what Scriabin biographer Arthur 

Eaglefield Hull called the “mystic chord” 

and scholar Leonid Sabaneyev later called 

the “Prometheus chord,” a chord or note 

sequence on which the mystical-minded 

Scriabin based some of his later works.3 

As I listened, I imagined this chord to be 

some form of shape-shifting tone arrange-

ment used to suggest cosmic realms. Using 

the tone-precise Lina to study The Poem of 

Fire, I never found sounds I could point to 

and say, “There’s the Prometheus chord!,” 

but I did notice ordered arrangements of 

reverberant, quasi-atmospheric sounds I 

felt alluded to higher realms.

What the Lina did that aided my search 

most was make me feel confident that I was 

glimpsing all, or nearly all, the musical 

information buried in the Poem of Fire file.

Up to this point, I’d been using the 

Lina DAC set up as it came from the box: 

Upsampling: DXD; Filter: F1; Mapper: 1; 

DSD Filter: F1; Crossfeed: Off; Max output: 

2V. After a week of listening, I decided 

to try some other filters. I asked Giolas 

which settings he would recommend. He 

suggested some different Filter settings but 

emphasized the need to try Mapper 3; this 

change was easy to make with the Mosaic 

app installed on my iPad.

Per John’s suggestions, my new settings 
3 Scholars disagree about the importance of this chord in 
Scriabin’s compositions.
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with absolute authority. 

And that’s something I’d pay 

extra for.

The wrap
The chief thing I’ve learned 

from reviewing is how the 

best audio products are the 

ones that achieve long-term 

relevance. It’s not for nothing 

that the Klipschorn, Denon 

DL-103, Technics SL-1200, the 

Koetsu, the Ongaku, the Linn 

LP-12, and several versions 

of the BBC LS3/5a are still in 

production.

If any digital products that 

require periodic software 

upgrades could ever pass the 

long-term relevance test, it 

would be Data Conversion 

System’s Lina Stack. The 

Lina 2.0 DAC, Master Clock, 

and headphone amplifier 

feel like they are operating 

on a performance plateau 

that will not easily or 

quickly be surpassed, which 

is what the above-mentioned 

products felt like when they 

were introduced.

The first audiophile “stack” I ever used 

was the Marantz Model 9 amplifier sup-

porting the matching Model 7 preamp, 

crowned by the nearly peerless 10B tuner. 

Like this Lina tower with its fancy DAC, that 

Marantz stack performed at a higher level 

than its contemporaries. Though long out 

of production, the Marantz stack has held 

its status and value for 60 years because it 

still looks amazing and sounds amazing, 

and because Saul Marantz, Sid Smith, and 

Dick Sequerra were engineering leaders 

with a shared long-term vision. I believe the 

minds at dCS are operating with a similar 

long-term vision.

My recommendation: get ye to a dealer 

or audio show and face the stack. 

seemed similar (visually and tactilely) 

to what I routinely experience with the 

Denafrips Terminator Plus, except in my 

system, the Denafrips’s space is sparkling 

deep-water moody while the Lina’s space 

was brighter, more straightforward, and 

more intensely energized.

I judge the quality of digital playback  

not by its resolution but by its density, 

rhythmic force, and the beauty of its space 

and light. The Lina excelled at all three.

Comparing the Lina to HoloAudio’s 

Spring 3 DAC was difficult, because the 

Spring 3 has its own distinct vivo, PRaT, 

and jump factor that I find quite engaging. 

Every time I put the Spring 3 in my big sys-

tem, it runs over, jumps up, and greets me 

like a just-washed dog. It plays clear, fleet 

of foot, and vigorous. But it can’t match 

the Kodachrome transparency of its more 

costly sibling, the HoloAudio May DAC, 

or the sparkling depths of the Denafrips 

space, or the solid unmitigated realism of 

the Lina. With the Lina, I always felt I was 

getting the complete picture, presented 

through.” This Lina-Meze 

combo threw so much clar-

ity and live energy into the 

sound that I texted my friend 

Sphere and told him, “The 

Lina is amazing. I feel like I’m 

getting everything!”

The Lina Master Clock
All the above observations 

were made without the 

Lina Master Clock ($7750). 

Because sequence is every-

thing, I took my time, waiting 

to install the clock until my 

head was fully in tune with 

the sound character of the 

basic Lina DAC. And then I 

put it in.

Sixty seconds into the 

first track, I remarked to 

myself, “Well dang, that 

sounds real nice!” I smiled. I 

was responding to an easily 

noticeable increase in vivi-

dosity, dimensionality, and 

transparency. It was not a 

loud change, but neither was 

it subtle. The clock-enhanced 

repro seemed distinctly 

calmer and sharper focused, 

with smaller, more clearly 

outlined molecules of sound. 

With the clock, I felt the 

music’s energy more because 

it occupied a larger portion 

of my room.

My Falcons have never 

sounded cleaner, bigger, or 

less inhibited than they did playing Andris 

Nelsons conducting the Boston Symphony 

Orchestra on Dmitri Shostakovich: Sym-

phonies Nos. 2, 3, 12, and 13 (24/96 FLAC, 

Deutsche Grammophon/Qobuz). At no 

previous time had my LS3/5a’s sounded 

this transparent or awake. More than a few 

times, this demonstration-quality recording 

made me jump with surprise; I was startled 

by sudden loud sounds. The last time a digi-

tal recording startled me, I was using Mola 

Mola’s Tambaqui DAC, which specializes 

in push and jump factor. The Tambaqui de-

livered a high measure of clarity and could 

pound and dance and genuinely satisfy, but 

it could not do nuanced tone or fine lighting 

like the Lina, which made me constantly 

aware of those things. In my system, the 

Lina specialized in subtlety and superb left-

brain/right-brain balance.

Besides more finely formed detail and 

less-fettered dynamics, the clock-locked 

Lina projected a more evenly lit, cloud-free 

space than it did without the Master Clock. 

The Lina’s clock-enhanced spaciousness 

dCS (Data Conversion Systems), Ltd., 
Unit 1, Buckingway Business Park,  
Anderson Rd., Swavesey, Cambridge 
CB24 4AE, England, UK.
US distributor: 
Data Conversion Systems Americas, LLC, 
PNC Bank Bldg.,  
300 Delaware Ave., Suite 210,  
Wilmington, DE 19801. 
Tel: (302) 473-9050. 
Web: dcsaudio.com.

CONTACTS

The Lina DAC has a special knack 
for making pianos sound like 
large, dense structures with a  
tremendously powerful output, 
even when playing quietly.
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ues. Of course, the Susvara can do pop rock 

and reggae, but so can lots of less-pricy 

headphones. But only a few elite head-

phones can express the subtle densities, 

mood shifts, and enormous scale of works 

like Chausson’s 1896 composition “Poème, 

Op. 25 I & II,” from the album titled Secret 

Love Letters, performed by The Philadel-

phia Orchestra under the direction of 

Yannick Nézet-Séguin with Lisa Batiashvili 

as violin soloist (24/96 FLAC, DG/Qobuz). 

With the Lina driving the Susvara, this 

surprise-filled Chausson unfolded with 

smooth dreamy melodic ease, a feeling of 

poetic grandeur, and goosebump-level 

violin tone.

With the Dan Clark Audio Stealth
While listening with the Susvara, I got this 

hunch the dCS Lina might be the exact right 

amp to power Dan Clark Audio’s $3999 

Stealth planar-magnetic closed-backs. I 

imagined that the Lina’s strong drive and 

bright, sharp-focus clarity would bring 

out those same qualities in the 23 ohm, 

86–87dB sensitive (not easy-to-drive) 

Stealth. It wasn’t a hunch; it was a prophecy. 

The first recording I played, Dock Boggs: 

Legendary Singer and Banjo Player (16/44.1 

FLAC, Folkways/Qobuz), came through in a 

manner that made Boggs’s voice and banjo 

unusually distinct and fully formed. The 

air and light surrounding Dock’s words 

were clearer and lighter in mass than I 

remember it being with other amplifiers. 

More than once, in the middle of a record-

ing, I smiled and nodded in happy apprecia-

tion of how effectively the Stealth and Lina 

complemented each other.

I like it when reviews have a high point, 

where some component pairing exceeds my 

expectations and shows both products in a 

new light. This was one of those moments. 

The Lina made the Stealth play brighter, 

was a touch dry compared to the tubed 

Feliks Envy and LTA Z10e amplifiers but 

well-formed, brisk, and super-transparent, 

with assertive beat-keeping and state-of-

the-art vocal intelligibility. Plus! The Abyss 

and Lina were a hip, Bed-Stuylish combina-

tion. Recommendable.

With the Susvara
I’m not sure when I first heard it, but the 

song “Sitting on Top of the World,” written 

by Walter Vinson and Lonnie Chatmon 

of the Mississippi Sheiks, seems more 

perfect every time I encounter it. I sense 

infinite meaning hidden between its lines. 

It was first recorded in 1930 and has been 

covered by everybody from Bill Monroe 

and Cream, to Howlin’ Wolf, Jack White, 

and The Grateful Dead. But the version that 

coddles my heart most is the one by Doc 

Watson and Clarence Ashley on Original 

Folkways Recordings of Doc Watson and 

Clarence Ashley (16/44.1 FLAC, Smithsonian 

Folkways/Tidal).  

This was the first track I tried with 

the Lina amplifier driving HiFiMan’s 

renowned Susvara open backs. Watson’s 

vocals sounded incantatory, but before I 

start blathering about the Susvara’s easy-

flowing bell-clear sound, I am required to 

remind you that you could experience this 

Doc & Clarence performance through the 

Susvara headphones powered by this dCS 

amp at virtually any CanJam. So don’t take 

my word for anything—go to a CanJam, sit 

by a Lina stack with your ears covered by 

Susvara’s gold-deposited nano-membranes, 

and listen to any type of music. Then write 

in and tell me if you were sitting on top of 

the world.

The thing the Susvara does better than 

its peers is expose pulsing layers of finely 

rendered atmospheric energy, the kind 

large orchestras make to power large ven-

On the front panel are three headphone 

outputs: two 3-pin XLR—one each for right 

and left channels, plus one 4-pin XLR—and 

one 0.25" (6.35mm) headphone jack. 

Tools for fun
My plan for this Lina report was to keep my 

listening system stable and reproducible by 

others. That meant using Denafrips’s Ter-

minator Plus DAC feeding AudioQuest’s 

Thunderbird interconnects, alternating 

with the HoloAudio’s Spring 3 DAC con-

nected with Cardas’s Clear Beyonds.

With HiFiMan HE R10P
When I played Stravinsky: Histoire du soldat 

(version française) (24/96 FLAC, Harmonia 

Mundi/Qobuz) through the Lina, power-

ing HiFiMan’s $5499 HE R10P closed-back 

headphones, I felt as though I was listening 

to a live French radio drama ca. 1920. Isa-

belle Faust’s violin, Alexander Melnikov’s 

piano, and Dominique Horwitz’s narration 

were presented as if each had their own 

recording track and those tracks were skill-

fully combined into an engrossing, faux-

live mix, well-suited to headphones. The 

sound was sharp, lucid, and emotionally 

affecting in a way that made me want more 

spoken-voice radio drama. So I switched to 

Antal Doráti conducting the Royal Philhar-

monic in a 1965 performance of Prokofiev’s 

Peter and the Wolf (16/44.1 FLAC, Decca/

Qobuz), with Sean Connery narrating. 

With the Lina driving the R10P, the crisp 

period sound from this Decca Peter and the 

Wolf raised hairs on the back of my neck.

To every listener’s glee, Peter and the 

Wolf recordings anthropomorphize the 

sounds of oboes, flutes, clarinets, and 

bassoons in a way that gives them special 

powers that can last a lifetime. Listening 

through HiFiMan’s 30 ohm, 100dB/mW–

sensitive R10P headphones, those instru-

ments’ magic powers seemed greater than 

they did when I was a child. At any age, it’s 

hard to have a bad day if you take time out 

for a big wolf, a little boy, a dumb duck, and 

cat sneaking through the grass.

With the Abyss AB-1266
Any claim to being a premium-level head-

phone amplifier must be backed up by an 

extraordinary listening experience with 

JPS Labs’ Abyss AB-1266 Phi TC. The Lina 

did a fine job with that—but only after I re-

membered the gain switch on the right bot-

tom of the front panel. Moving that switch 

from Low to High woke up the Abyss’s 

planar-magnetic diaphragms, allowing for 

more clean volume than I would ever need. 

Say Hallelujah!

Listening to that Sean Connery Decca 

through the Lina-Abyss combo, the sound 
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and the space around them was emptier. 

Conclusions
None of the above-mentioned products are 

inexpensive. But they are all spectacular 

performers, mindfully engineered to ex-

tract extraordinary amounts of low-signal 

truth and make listening to recordings 

intense and pleasurable.

I encourage all readers to audition every 

headphone, amp, and wire I’ve discussed 

in this article. And while you’re doing 

that, watch out for goosebumps, tears, and 

laughter, because that’s how you’ll know if 

they can please for the long haul. 

on a shelf above my desk, but for this report 

I installed it in my floor system, driving my 

Heretics, receiving music from HoloAu-

dio’s overachieving Spring 3 DAC. 

I was anxious to make this Z10e-to-Lina 

comparison, because there is no better way 

to describe the character of a new ampli-

fication product than to compare it to a 

well-known competing product. 

For an amplifier with 10 tubes (that never 

seem to wear out), the Z10e does not sound 

noticeably tubey. The tube part of the Z10e’s 

sound is peripheral and nonpervasive. I no-

tice it only when it’s putting a nice, slightly 

wet sheen on electrostatic headphone re-

production or enhancing the breathy parts 

of female vocals.

I noticed this vocal enhancement while 

enjoying Argentina’s charismatic chan-

teuse Susana Rinaldi, who was born in 1935 

and is famous for being the first woman 

to sing tangos. The album I’m stuck on is 

named after tango poet/lyricist Homero 

Manzi, A Homero Manzi (16/44.1 FLAC, 

RP Music/Qobuz). I’m loving it, because 

Rinaldi’s vocals make me feel under her 

spell in a sensuous, intimate way. Played 

through the LTA-Stealth combo, Rinaldi’s 

frisson-rendering vocals effectively ac-

cented the poetics of Manzi’s lyrics. The 

effect was mesmerizing. 

When I switched to the Lina, its superior 

drive better presented the cabaret drama 

and rhythmic dynamism of Susana Rin-

aldi’s performance. This album’s intense 

pathos felt more accessible with the Lina.

The chief difference between the dCS 

Lina and LTA’s Z10e was in how they 

presented rhythm and transients. I would 

describe the Z10e’s sound as relaxed resolu-

tion—presented with an easy flow and a 

touch of glow. In contrast, the dCS Lina 

presented detail and momentum in a more 

firmly structured way. Images in the sound-

space were more conspicuously crystalline, 

better defined, and bolder, while the Stealth 

made the Lina more nuanced and painterly. 

A divine match.

vs the Feliks Envy
In the February 2023 Gramophone Dreams, 

I described how unstressed the Susvara 

sounded when driven by Feliks’s Envy 

300B headphone amp. “With most amps, 

the Susvara’s character leans towards dark 

and serious,” I wrote, “but the Envy erased 

that melancholia, substituting clear skies, 

sunshine, and flowers.”

Not surprisingly, when I switched from 

the dCS Lina to the 300B Feliks Envy (with 

the Susvara), I first found the Lina a little 

dry and overcontrolled. But the Lina didn’t 

care what I thought: It knew its overt 

transparency made the Envy seem hazy by 

comparison.

Remembering how the component that 

played before has a strong effect on what 

I notice when the new component begins 

playing—that order is everything—I 

switched back to the Lina from the Envy, 

whereupon I noticed how grainless the 

Lina was and how the Lina sounded more 

relaxed and less overtly declarative than I 

had previously thought.

Both amps displayed the kind of trans-

parency we pay extra for, but the Envy 

infused its clarity with a touch of warm 

breathiness and a slight glimmer of lumi-

nosity. Listening to Ellipses, with Anastasia 

Kobekina on cello and Thibault Cauvin 

playing guitar (24/48 FLAC, Mirare/

Qobuz), with Dan Clark Audio’s Stealth 

powered by the Feliks Envy Performance 

Edition amplifier, I reveled in the artificial 

thrillingness of the recording’s sound. 

With the Lina, my brain noticed more about 

the compositions and performances.

Neither the Lina nor the Envy had 

trouble powering the stubborn-to-drive 

Stealth. With both amplifiers, gain, volume, 

and dynamic headroom were more than 

sufficient. Playing Ellipses, the chief sonic 

difference between the $8995 Envy and the 

$9100 Lina was in the force and solidity of 

the sound. The Lina presented perform-

ers’ images with a sculpted mass that 

contrasted with the Envy’s gentler, more 

holographic presentation.

vs LTA Z10e
Linear Tube Audio’s 12W Z10e integrated 

loudspeaker/headphone amplifier plays 

my Heretic AD614 speakers with rich-

toned EL84 tube finesse, but it can also play 

electrostatic, dynamic, and planar-magnet-

ic headphones with high levels of resolve 

and naturalness. It retails for $6950 and is 

the epicenter of my everyday music listen-

ing. Typically, the Z10e sits at arm’s reach 
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